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In the transformation of China’s media from the conventional propaganda machine 
to the profit makers in recent decades, a number of commercial newspapers have 
emerged. Long under control, Chinese media’s financial independence, which has 
been gained through commercialization, is argued to be healthy for the media to 
realize their civic role and to further promote the country’s democratization. 
Against this backdrop, this empirical research aims at exploring the political 
implications of the newspaper commercialization. The Habermasian public sphere 
and his concern about media’s “refeudalization” are used as the theoretical 
framework. After a holistic examination of the development of newspaper 
commercialization in China, the researcher selected the Yangtse Evening Post 
(YEP), the most circulated commercial newspaper in China, for a case study. The 
content analysis of its advertisement has mapped the extent to which the YEP has 
been commercialized and the semi-structured interviews of 15 reporters and editors 
have explored the political implications of the newspaper commercialization with 
such a fusion of the Party and the market. It is found that the YEP is gingerly 
juggling itself between the Party and the market. It is concluded that, rather than 
fulfilling the civic role of the public sphere, China’s commercial newspapers are 
facing the problem of “double feudalization”. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
In the post-Cold War era and the globalization age, the arena of the media is no 
longer considered solely as an ideological machine. Instead, liberalization – “a 
process of state intervention to expand the numbers of participants in the market” 
(Mosco, 1996, p. 203) – has been widely embraced and consequently, 
commercialization followed that “business practices” (p.203) and “greater 
emphasis on market position and profitability” (p.202) have become the main 
themes of the media’s agenda. 
As the process of media commercialization applies to “both public and 
private sector organizations” (Mosco 1996), the transforming public space and 
interest of communication has thus been viewed with concern by various western 
critics. Their main concern, however, is the fast shrinking Habermasian public 
sphere (Habermas, 1974) as independent as media commercialization is growing 
(for instances, Habermas 1989; Dahlgren 2000). In the process of 
commercialization, media outputs are commodified and are designed to serve 
market needs, rather than the needs of citizens (Herman and McChensney 1998). In 
the light of this, democratic media reformers have even suggested a “maximum 
feasible de-commodification and ‘re-embedding’ of communications media in the 
social life of civil society as vital for freedom from state and market censorship” 
(Keane, 1991, p. 153).  
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These researchers who bemoan the decline of the above mentioned public 
sphere are specifically addressed in the western context. However, the situations 
might significantly differ in various contexts and at different stages of media 
commercialization. In this study, the researcher shall examine newspaper 
commercialization in China, arguably the most authoritarian country where media 
have been commercialized since 1978 and at a relatively fresh stage compared to 
western media.  
 
1.1 Choice of Theoretical Framework 
It is unanimously identified that China’s media are not fully independent from the 
government. Instead, China’s media are believed to have “commercialization 
without independence” or “bird-caged press freedom” (Lee 2000, p. 10; Chan, 
1993). Nonetheless, researchers studying this field (for example, Lee 1990, 1994, 
2000, 2003) still believe the market to be healthy for China’s media development, 
especially in the political sense. They contend that marketization is gaining media 
financial independence and will further help to attain political independence (Wang 
2003). Because of this separation from the state, the media can be critical of the 
China Communist Party (CCP, thereafter the Party) and positively imply the 
country’s democratization.  
The newspaper remains one of the most influential forms of the media in 
China because of its overwhelming popularity, especially when compared to the 
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Internet. Because of its low penetration, the Internet in China still faces the biased 
doubt to arguably become a democratic tool. On the contrary, the low price and 
solid establishment as the oldest form of media has well defended the newspaper ’s 
significance in China’s media scene. 
In response to these previous studies and based on the observation of China’s 
newspapers as mentioned, one should bear in mind relevant major factors when 
discussing the political implications of China’s media commercialization: the 
separation of the media from the Party and the accessibility and openness of the 
media to the public. These dual factors, however, overlap two of the major 
assumptions underlying the concept of “public sphere”. 
The notion of the public sphere was conceptualized by the German 
philosopher Habermas following the critical tradition of the Frankfurt School. His 
original idea of public sphere, indeed, derived from the bourgeois classes of 
Western Europe in the late 17th and 18th century when people gathered at public 
places such as the café and talked about state matters concerning public interests. 
In this space open to everyone, people freely delivered their opinions and through 
their discourse, they fulfilled their citizenship. This sphere is conceptualized to 
situate between the private sphere and the sphere of public authorities. Thus, its 
primary task is to protect the private sphere from it being encroached upon by the 
public authorities.  
Although the Habermasian public sphere has been criticized for its 
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male-centered, idealized and historical limitations for its existence only under a 
certain context, the concept of public sphere is still useful in understanding 
democratic potential for communication processes (Calhoun 1992b; Dahlgren 
1995). The “democratic potential” is especially important for China’s newspaper 
commercialization at the current stage in this study. On the one hand, democracy is 
yet to be realized in this country where authoritarianism has been fully ingrained in 
its long history. In this context, one should be warned that the existence of public 
sphere might not necessarily suggest the coming of democracy. On the other hand, 
commercialization in China’s media is still young compared to its peers in western 
countries. In the later stages, the roles it may play still remain unclear. Against this 
backdrop, this study using the concept of public sphere to focus on the current 
stage of newspaper commercialization in China may not only fill the sparsely 
covered field, but also suggest the “democratic potential” in the largest population 
of the world.  
 
1.2 Research Questions 
This study tries to explore the political implications of the newspaper 
commercialization in China using the notion of public sphere. However, as the 
public sphere is a relatively abstract theoretical framework, it is more constructive 
for the research to firstly measure the extent of commercialization and contextually 
delve into its political implications. Empirically, the case of the most circulated 
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commercial newspaper in China – the Nanjing-based Yangtse Evening Post 
(“Yangzi Wan Bao”, thereafter the YEP) (IFABC, 2005) – is going to be studied. 
The selection of the YEP is based on five main reasons. First, the biggest 
circulation among China’s commercial newspapers has made the YEP a valid 
representative of the country’s commercial newspapers. Secondly, the YEP is a 
typical Chinese commercial newspaper. It was set up by the Party organ of the 
province, the Xinhua Daily (“Xinhua Ri Bao”, thereafter XD), which is also the 
administrative leader of the press group the YEP belongs to. As the XD is no longer 
popular in the market and has little financial income and almost survives on 
subsidies from the government and the press group, its deficit has been indirectly 
filled by the YEP’s financial contribution to the press group. This situation is 
widely shared by other commercial newspapers in China. Thirdly, the YEP is 
located in the developed city of Nanjing where the interplay of politics and 
economics is evident. In addition, Nanjing also has a reputation for its high 
concentration of intellectuals, who are claimed to be the most active group in 
China’s political discourse (Kluver, 1999). Fourth, because of the YEP’s 
avant-garde status, its development may well reflect where Chinese commercial 
newspapers are headed towards in the future. Finally, because the researcher is 
from Nanjing and has some acquaintances from the YEP, the feasibility of the 
fieldwork has been much enhanced. 
 By selecting the YEP as a case study, the researcher tries to explore the 
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following questions: 
1. Using advertising as an index, to what extent has the YEP been 
commercialized since it was set up in 1986? 
2. In what ways do market forces and the Party control influence the news 
production of a typical commercial newspaper? 
3. What are the political implications of such a fusion of Party control and 
market forces in China’s newspaper commercialization? 
 
1.3 Approaches of the Study 
To answer the above research questions, this study has adopted a combination of 
two primary methods: content analysis and in-depth interviews. Archive analysis is 
also employed in the research to supplement the results. However, the results of 
archive analysis are synthesized with the findings and discussions of content 
analysis and interviews (i.e. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6) for the sake of coherency. 
This method combination is named as methodological triangulation according 
to Denzin (1978, p. 28). The two methods in this study counterbalance each other 
as “the weaknesses in each single method will be compensated” (Jick 1979, p. 604) 
as well as to confirm the data of each other. The content analysis is used in this 
study to describe the characteristics of communication (Holsti 1969) while the 
other method, the in-depth interview, aims at the fundamental data to help in the 
understanding of the relations between social actors and their situation (Gaskell 
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2000). By using the latter, the researcher tries to overcome the disadvantage of the 
content analysis which is weak at understanding the effect of the media (Wimmer 
and Dominick 2000). 
This combination of different methods is also used to complete the data 
collection in this study. As content analysis is a research method for the “objective, 
systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” 
(Berelson 1952), the result of content analysis may not be adequate enough to 
explore the implications the advertisement has made to the society. The 
combination of three methods, which are from quantitative and qualitative stances 
respectively, can represent varieties of data to help the researcher fully understand 
the complicated social interaction.  
 
1.4 Thesis Structure 
This thesis is composed of a total of seven chapters including this Chapter 1, the 
introduction. Chapter 2 will start with an introduction of the original concept of the 
public sphere. By rethinking the notion of the public sphere and its transformation 
in the modern social context, basic structural elements of the public sphere will be 
extracted. A literature review on how previous studies discuss the western media 
commercialization and the public sphere will also be given in this chapter. Finally, 
the following question is to be addressed: in this so-called authoritarian country, 
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much different from western society, can the theory of the public sphere be applied 
to it and if so, to what extent? 
In Chapter 3, the trajectory of newspaper commercialization in China shall be 
examined to offer a background as well as a pointer to help understand the degree 
of commercialization of China’s newspapers. A brief overview of the history of 
newspaper commercialization from its beginning in 1978 until 2004 will be given. 
It will also explain the major changes as to the consequent prevalence and 
importance of advertising. In addition, the major problems in this process will also 
be summarized to help further contextualize Chinese commercialization. Lastly, 
previous empirical studies in this vein that have exemplary implications to this 
study will be discussed. 
Chapter 4 discusses the research methodology in this study. In addition to the 
archive research, a combination of content analysis and qualitative interview serves 
as the main method in this thesis. This chapter justifies the usage of them and 
explains the procedures of the research. 
Chapter 5 reports the findings of a comparative content analysis on the YEP’s 
advertising in 1995 and 2004. By this, the extent to which the YEP has been 
commercialized will be quantitatively surveyed.  
Chapter 6 reports the interview findings and discusses the political 
implications underlying such a fusion of market call and government control. 
Chapter 7 summarizes the findings of the thesis. It is concluded that the YEP 
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is gingerly juggling itself between the market and the Party. In this process, rather 
than its playing the promising role as a public sphere, it is found China’s newspaper 
commercialization is facing the problem of “double feudalization” (Zhan, 2005). 



















CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this chapter, the literature about media commercialization and its political impact 
will be reviewed. The theoretical framework of the public sphere borrowed from 
Habermas (1974) will be used in this discussion. This whole chapter will address 
this theory from two perspectives: (1) The theory of the public sphere. (2) The 
discussion of the contribution of the public sphere to the study of western media 
commercialization. 
 
2.1 Media and Public Sphere 
In the modern societies, the role of media has risen to such a significant height that 
it is arguably related to the development and functioning of a nation’s democracy. 
With this heated discussion having lasted over decades, many scholars have 
contributed various thoughts regarding the political role of media. Among these 
literatures, the theory of the public sphere was frequently used in different contexts 
and different periods. 
 
2.1.1. The Theory of the Public Sphere 
It is Habermas who first argued the concept of the public sphere which originated 
in ancient Greece. Several theorists have differently challenged us to consider what 
consists of the “public” and have questioned the problems of the mass media. 
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However, the Habermasian (1974) public sphere is the most fruitful one and widely 
accepted as a popular notion. For him, the public sphere is, 
…a sphere which mediates between society and state, in which the public 
organizes itself as the bearer of public opinion, accords with the principle of 
the public sphere – that principle of public information which once had to be 
fought for against the arcane policies of monarchies and which since that time 
has made possible the democratic control of state activities. (p.50) 
Habermas’ original idea of the public sphere, indeed, is an historical phenomenon 
within a specific context. The public sphere, according to him, derived from the 
bourgeois classes of the Western Europe in the late 17th and 18th century when 
people gathered at public places, such as café, elite journals and other places, to 
freely discuss public matters concerning public interests. Everyone has the access 
to the rational discussion. To sum up, Habermasian public sphere refers to a totality 
of information and communication spaces that people use to critically exchange 
views and formulate opinions.   
As Habermas underscored, this sphere situates between the private sphere and 
the sphere of public authorities. Thus, its primary task is to protect the private 
interests from its being encroached by the public authorities and in which political 
participation is enacted through the medium of talk.  
Four core elements underlying the bourgeois public sphere, through various 
literature and discussion, can be extracted as follows: 
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First of all, the existence of the public space where the discussions take place 
is crucial. In the bourgeois public sphere, it could be referred to the cafés or elite 
journals, etc. However, in the modern societies, it is not feasible to allow more than 
relatively small numbers of citizens to be physically gathering together, mass 
media hence can be considered as the institutions of the public sphere. 
Second, every citizen has the equal access to the public space. In other words, 
the space is open and accessible to everyone without any bar to prevent any special 
group from joining the discussions. In this sense, mass media in China such as 
newspapers or televisions have the potentials to fulfill the role of the public sphere 
because they are affordable and have highly penetrated into people’s life.  
Third, the citizens are free to deliver their opinions within the public space. 
The citizens, without concerns about their identities or status hierarchies, feel 
emancipated to deliver their minds. Through its status separations from the state 
authorities, thus the public sphere can be critical of the state in principle. 
Four, the discourses in the public sphere should be limited to reflection about 
the common good instead of personal interests. As mentioned before, not only does 
the public sphere separate itself from the state, it distances from the private sphere 
as well. Hence, the topics in the public sphere should be discussed for the sake of 
the public rather than for that of particular individuals. Politics and other current 
affairs can be considered proper topics while personal lives are not encouraged. 
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2.1.2 Critique of the Public Sphere 
The theory of the public sphere has always aroused different criticisms as many 
researchers tried to put it in different contexts in different periods. As Habermas 
(1989) admitted, his explanation of the public sphere would be much different if it 
were published after several decades and had considered the contemporary 
situations. Indeed, his analysis needs to undergo some “critical interrogation and 
reconstruction”(Fraser 1992) to be capable of theorizing the actually existing 
democracy. Some relevant criticisms can be summarized as follows. 
First, Habermas was criticized for idealizing the bourgeois public sphere. 
Historical studies have proved the intellectuals’ discussion did not control the print 
market but rather the booty capitalism was more powerful. For instance, Robert 
Darton (1982) has revealed the competitive structure of the early print market was 
actually controlled by quick search of profit rather than rational discussions. 
Second, Habermas was blamed as he failed to develop a new, post-bourgeois 
model of the public sphere. His bourgeois conception of the public sphere was 
premised on a social order in which the state was sharply differentiated from the 
situations nowadays. He was further criticized because he never explicitly 
questioned some dubious assumptions underlying the bourgeois model and his 
followers are thus left without any idea of a sufficiently distinct conception from 
the bourgeois public sphere to serve the need of contemporary study (Fraser 1992). 
Third, critics also pointed out Habermasian model, developed as the norm for 
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the public discourses, neglected all other forms of communicative action not 
directed toward consensus, thus Habermas was ruling out “both the rhetorical and 
playful aspects of communicative action” (Garnham 1992, p. 360). This leads to 
the distinction between information and entertainment mechanically made too 
sharp. The critics especially emphasized this point because they felt it was worthy 
of special notice in the context of contemporary democracies. 
All these suggestions have pointed out how Habermas could improve his 
theory of the public sphere. However, although the theory was with various 
problems, it is still found useful and helpful. These problems could not undermine 
the theory as a fruitful starting place to set out for exploration of the mass media 
and democratic politics (Garnham, 1992). In this sense, the public sphere is very 
crucial in our critical study of the media even nowadays. 
 
2.1.3. Media and Public Sphere 
In his discussion of the public sphere, Habermas suggested newspapers, periodicals, 
radio and television as examples of the public sphere, where public opinions can be 
formed through rational and dialogic process.  
Other contemporary researchers have echoed his thoughts. For example, 
Dahlgren (2000) argued that the mass media today have made current affairs 
throughout the world available to most citizens, becoming the key source of 
information as well as the forum of discussion among citizens. Abercrombie (1991) 
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further proposed that mass media are essential parts of the opening democracy. 
Citing the conclusion of Curran (1991), Abercrombie suggested that we could view 
the mass media as a standardized neutral area – the public sphere.  
However, one needs to bear in mind is that the fact the mass media as the 
public sphere is much different from the bourgeois public sphere especially in 
terms of the communication mode. In the ideal bourgeois public sphere, the rational 
discussion is guaranteed by a face-to-face communication while in the era of mass 
media, the messages were represented through the media. This mediation of 
message has raised two distinct problems according to Garnham (1992): unequal 
accessibility to the media and the mediated experience of the lifeworld. 
Against this backdrop, to discuss the contemporary media commercialization 
using the framework of the public sphere in this research has one caveat. The term 
of the public sphere is used in this study as an ideal model to describe the political 
function of the media. The public sphere is a utopian ideal that is even not realized 
among bourgeois in 17th and 18th century. Used as the framework to explore the 
media’s political role, the concept of the public sphere is cast as a sociological 
concept as well as an inspirational vision of something better yet to be attained 
(Dahlgren, 1995). 
 
2.2 Public Sphere in the Context of China 
To use “the public sphere” as a theoretical framework for analysis outside the West 
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has become a trend. According to Rowe (1990), two reasons could explain this 
trend: (1) The importance of this notion was gradually recognized by different 
social researchers as it is powerful to explain kinds of emerging problems of the 
society; (2) The idea of the public sphere has become “a critical element in any 
attempt to identify what is distinctive about our contemporary world” (p. 309). 
Under this trend, historians and other researchers of China, unexceptionally, have 
also tried to relate this theory to their questions in specific cultural contexts.  
Inevitably, the question about the appropriateness of putting the 
western-originated term into China’s context has aroused constant debates. The 
uniqueness of the public sphere, especially the ideal bourgeois public sphere, has 
been argued by Habermas as “a category that is typical of an epoch” (Habermas, 
1989, p. xvii). He stressed the historical context as the period when ‘civil society’ 
originated in the European High Middles ages and warned the problems might be 
caused by the transfer to other historical situations. Furthermore, it turns more 
complicated when the context is of China. As White, Howell and Shang (1996, p.2) 
put it, any research, which seeks to investigate whether or to what extent this public 
sphere is emerging in contemporary China, is bedeviled both by ambiguities of the 
term itself and the complexity of the historical processes. 
The usage of the public sphere in China, according to the historical account by 
Xu (2001), was once purposely misrepresented by the Chinese New Left to arouse 
a political debate. Habermas visited China in the spring of 2001. Initially he was 
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reluctant to visit because some members of the Chinese New Left, in their zeal to 
construct anti-imperialist discourses, have (mis)used his theory in such a way that 
amounts to justifying nationalist and authoritarian orientations of the Chinese state. 
Emphasizing the universal applicability of human rights values, Habermas argued 
that for the non-West to accept them did not necessarily mean its surrender to the 
West, nor should they be seen as metaphysical concepts.  
Stemmed from academic purpose, some researchers have traced back and tried 
to prove the existence of some sparkles of the public sphere in late imperial China 
(Chang 1971). With the availability of the Thomas Berger’s translation of 
Habermas’s German work The Structural Transformation of Public Sphere into 
English in 1989, a series of papers were aroused to discuss to what extent the 
theory of the public sphere can be adopted within the context of China. Modern 
China, the American-based academic journal focusing on the study of China, 
devoted its 20th issues (i.e. April 1993) to this debate with a collection of several 
significant figures’ works in this field. Among them, Huang (1993, p. 216) argued 
that instead of adhering to the dichotomous opposition between state and society in 
the original concept of the “public sphere” and “civil society”, we need to employ a 
trinary conception of “the third realm” in which both the state and society 
participated. Separately, Wakeman (1993) justified the usage of the “public sphere” 
in China. He insisted that as terms of social practice can be universally applicable, 
people can use the term of the public sphere to gain a better understanding of recent 
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events in China.  
Overall, although consensus is not reached through their discussions, the 
researchers have agreed that the term of the “public sphere” can be flexible enough 
to be used within the context of China.  
This study, critically adopting Wakeman’s suggestion, is using the notion of 
the public sphere in the broadest and the most innocuous sense. The researcher 
regards the newspapers in China as potential public sphere. By applying the basic 
elements of the public sphere as discussed above, the researcher tries to explore to 
what extent the commercialization of the newspapers has fulfilled the ideal of the 
public sphere. 
 
2.3 Media Commercialization: the Death of Public Sphere? 
As Verstraeten (1996) put it, the public sphere is more and more transformed in a 
mediatized way where media developments strongly influence the public sphere. 
However, among these developments, commercialization, according to western 
critics, is harmful to the realization of the public sphere.  
One of the most influential concerns was explicitly expressed by Habermas. In 
his seminal book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, he traced the 
development of the bourgeois public sphere as it declined with the rise of welfare 
state in the late 19th century and the trend of media commercialization since mid 
20th century.  
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It is apparent to Habermas that, in the ideal public sphere, the prerequisite for 
people to engage in rational-critical debate on public matters is the separation of 
the state and the society (private sphere). As the public sphere began to lose its 
autonomy as the state infiltrated its intervention into the private sphere of 
mercantile capitalism: 
Only this dialectic of a progressive “societalization” of the state 
simultaneously with the increasing “stateification” of society gradually 
destroyed the basis of the bourgeois public sphere – the separation of the state 
and society. Between the two and out of the two, as it were, a repoliticalized 
social sphere emerged to which the distinction between “public” and “private” 
could no longer be usefully applied. (Habermas, 1989, p. 142) 
As the distinction between the public and private realms gradually blurred, a new 
type of the public sphere – the leisure sphere emerged in which a group-style 
consumption of leisure pursuits replaced the rational-critical debate in the 
bourgeois public sphere: 
In the course of our century, the bourgeois forms of sociability have found 
substitutes that have one tendency in common despite their regional and 
national diversity: abstinence from literary and political debate. On the new 
model the convivial discussion among individuals gave way to more or less 
noncommittal group activities. (Habermas, 1989, p. 163) 
Thus, in contemporary media, people can see talk shows, televised panel 
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discussions and other forms of non-participatory, non-inclusive, mediated public 
deliberation where cultural consumption is the theme in the leisure sphere. People 
are treated as “consumers” who passively viewed the political issues or other 
public matters simply as an ongoing spectacle. In the structural transformation of 
the public sphere, rational-critical debate was transformed into uncritical culture 
consumption. The business of news and the proliferation of advertising in the space 
which means public deliberation have led to what Habermas refers to the 
‘refeudalization’ of the public sphere: 
One may speak of a refeudalization of the public sphere in yet another, more 
exact sense. For the kind of integration of mass entertainment with advertising, 
which in the form of public relations already assumes a ‘political’ character, 
subjects even the state itself to its code. Because private enterprises evoke in 
their customers the idea that in their consumption decisions they act in their 
capacity as citizens, the state has to “address” its citizens like consumers. 
(Habermas, 1989, p. 195) 
As a metaphor, “refeudalization” acknowledges the golden age of active “criticism” 
carried out by the public sphere of enlightened citizens has passed. As Habermas 
contended, in the era of media commercialization, the critical function of public 
sphere is eroded. Media have been commercialized and transformed into a place 
appropriated by advertising agency and driven by commercial interests. As long as 
this state of affairs continues, the public will remain poorly informed, disinterested 
 21
and excluded from the democratic process. 
Successive in the critical tradition of the Frankfurt School, Habermas’ critics 
echoed the deliberation of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, the 
first-generation representatives of the School. According to Adorno and 
Horkheimer (1979), there are two categories of communications: good 
communication and bad communication. Using good communication, they were 
referring it to the bourgeois ideal of media where oppositional ideas are offered a 
place to be expressed and thus debates and dialogue can realize. By comparing this 
good communication to the commercialized media in contemporary situation, they 
bemoan that the media no longer offer any negative information to prepare for a 
public debate. Instead, the media are going to the opposite of good communication 
by producing one-dimensional ‘mass culture’ made by the elite group who control 
the media.  
Generally speaking, for the Frankfurt School, the triumph of advertising in the 
culture industry is a vivid example as advertising has removed people’s real need 
while offering them the ‘freedom to choose what is always the same’ (Adorno & 
Horkheimer, 1979, p. 167). The commodified culture, however, has been widely 
welcomed by the mass as they became at leisure to accept without critical thinking. 
Even within the media or the cultural industries, the employed intellectuals are also 
trained to become ‘cultural workers’ to produce those products to meet their 
employers’ needs. Otherwise, they would face unemployment. In this sense, all the 
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possibilities of dialogue are closed by the commercialized media. The ideal of 
Habermasian public sphere is distorted into one dimension, affirmative 
communication in today’s media. 
Contemporary researchers have incorporated the above ideas in their works. 
During the 1980s and 1990s, ‘deregulation’ became a buzzword in the western 
media sector. The ‘deregulation’, by the shift towards the market-driven media and 
a winding back of the state subsidies, had actually resulted in choice and consumer 
sovereignty over media content (Louw 2001). Thus, the seemingly promising 
‘deregulation’, according to critics of western media, was indeed ‘re-regulation’ 
which has made the media even more “regulated”. 
As the debate regarding the commercialization and privatization of media has 
been advanced since mid-1980s, the notion of the public sphere has been borrowed 
frequently. The critics’ assumption was that media commercialization has propelled 
media to appeal to audiences’ demands to sell more advertisement or the media will 
face bankruptcy. Consequently, less space is left for public debate and the market 
driven shifts hence have greatly undermined the public sphere and have even 
threatened the democracy. As Dahlgren (2000) accentuated, since the mass media 
are driven by market forces and commercial interests, only a small portion of the 
mass media’s output concerns the public sphere.  
The most arguably productive intellectual in such a debate is Nicholas 
Garnham (Louw 2001). Garnham (1990) argued as the media and other cultural 
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resources are more and more driven by the market calls, the public service media 
were destructed. This shift has put the public communication at stake, which in turn 
endangers the democracy process. In 1980s, he, from a collective perspective, 
proposed to set up a ‘national’ public sphere by criticizing the winding back of 
government subsidies. As globalization gradually gained its importance, Garnham 
(1992) improved his originally conservative argument by advocating an 
‘international’ public sphere. He suggested the global public sphere could be made 
up of a ‘federation’ of ‘local’ public sphere. 
Based on the above arguments, scholars’ concern about western media 
commercialization can be summarized as follows: as media commercialization is 
growing, the public sphere is fast shrinking. The media commercialization has its 
own internal logic. It is privately owned and heavily dependent on advertisers’ 
support. Thus, the critical role of the public sphere is at stake. Media outputs are 
commodified and are designed to serve market needs, instead of citizenship needs 
(Herman and McChensney 1998). In the light of this, it is even suggested by 
democratic media reformers a “maximum feasible de-commodification and 
‘re-embedding’ of communications media in the social life of civil society as vital 
for freedom from stat and market censorship” (Keane, 1991, p. 153). 
 
2.4. Conclusion 
The literature has suggested the close relationship between media and the public 
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sphere. The theory of the public sphere is frequently used in the discussion of 
media and its political implication. Although the term remains controversial to be 
used in the context of China, it is still constructive to be borrowed in the discussion 
of China’s democratization that includes a lot of potentials. 
However, media have been much commercialized and thus become different 
from their original shapes over the decades. Many academic concerns have been 
aroused. The western researchers have been primarily worried about the negative 
influences brought by media commercialization as the latter is believed to be 
harmful to the public sphere. According to them, the public sphere has been 
transformed into a leisure sphere where market interests eroded the rational-critical 











CHAPTER 3 NEWSPAPER COMMERCIALIZATION IN CHINA: 
CONTINUITY AND CHANGE 
This chapter will envision the commercialization of China’s media as well as to 
offer a holistic view. Specifically, the chapter is divided into two parts: the first 
addresses the main background and trends of newspaper commercialization in 
China; the second discusses previous studies in this vein. 
 
3.1 The Newspaper Commercialization in China 
3.1.1 Background Parameters 
Before touching the trajectory of newspaper commercialization in China, it is 
important to get armed with some background knowledge. This knowledge will be 
helpful for a solid understanding of the process in the following sections. Basically, 
two strands will be discussed: the different levels of newspapers and the unique 
political status of media in China. 
 
3.1.1.1 Different levels of newspapers 
It is important to comprehend the ranked structure of China’s media organizations 
when studying China’s media. As Chen and Lee (1998) put it, the rank always 
constitutes a determinant position of occupational status and reward, although the 
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economic reform has to some extent weakened such importance. Newspapers, by 
no exceptions, also have followed the rule of rank and absorbed themselves into the 
system. Their ranks are designated by the Party from the day they are launched. 
Since 1949 when People’s Republic of China was founded, the mass media 
have been central to the implementation of socialism under the direction of the 
Party (Lull, 1991, p. 18). This principle has consequently determined the structure 
of Chinese newspapers system, which remains little changed till today. Based on 
the researcher’s observation, Figure 3.1 was drawn to briefly illustrate this system. 
 
Figure 3.1. The Structure of media system in China 
Levels of Newspapers        Levels of Propaganda Office 
Central                    Central 
Provincial                  Provincial 
Municipal                 Municipal 
 
As Figure 3.1 illustrates, from the administrative aspect, there are generally three 
levels of newspapers in China. The highest is the national newspapers, which are 
set up by the central CCP and circulate through out the whole country. The 
newspapers at the middle level derive from China’s regionalism. They are called 
province-level newspapers available in the region including province, autonomy 
area (zizhiqu) and municipality directly under the Central Government (zhixiashi). 
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The newspapers at the third as well as the lowest level are set up according to 
different cities. Three parallel levels of government organizations monitor the three 
levels of newspapers respectively: the central Ministry of Propaganda, the 
provincial Office of Propaganda and the municipal Office of Propaganda. 
What is noticeable is that the positions of both newspapers and propaganda 
offices in Figure 3.1 have also indicated their administrative superiority or 
inferiority. In other words, the newspapers and propaganda offices at higher level 
supervise their counterparts at lower levels. Thus, a central Party organ (for 
example, People Daily) commands its provincial counterpart (such as Xinhua Daily, 
the Party organ in Jiangsu Province), whereas the newspapers at the provincial 
level guide the municipal newspapers (such as the Nanjing Daily, the party paper in 
Nanjing, the capital of Jiangsu Province). The Offices of Propaganda follow the 
same rule. Ministry of Propaganda stands at the top of the hierarchy while the 
power decrease as the provincial and the municipal offices situate at relatively 
lower positions. 
 
3.1.1.2 The political nature of newspaper 
When studying the newspaper in China, one would inevitably need to bear in mind 
the unique political status of mass media in China. Right after the Party has 
established its controlling position in China in 1949, newspaper, the most powerful 
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media at that time, was strictly defined as the mouthpiece of the party (Zhao, 1998). 
By this, all the reports of newspapers, although not explicitly defined, were urged 
to precisely convey the Party’s voices as well as to keep the same pace with the 
Party’s ideology. This rule was defined by the Maoism as “the uniformity of 
media” (Zhao, 1998). 
The rule has proved by a number of events over decades. For example, one 
significant incident is the anti-right revolution in the 1950s. During the anti-right 
political storm, to welcome the Party’s call for the expression of “a thousand 
opinions” (baijia zhengming), a number of Chinese newspapers initially expressed 
divergent opinions. However, they overestimated the extent to which the Party 
could tolerate criticism. Many leaders or intellectuals of these newspapers were 
later either expelled from the party or punished for their bluntness. Although many 
of them have regained the correct treatment they deserved after they died in the 
1970s, this revolution is still considered a very influential crackdown on the 
newspaper. From that time on, Chinese intellectuals have become less daring to 
publicly speak out alternative voices other than the government ideology because 
of the fear of potential threats. 
The definition of newspaper as the ideological machine lasts over decades and 
even remains undisputable nowadays although there are some changes. The name 
for the control rule, however, has slightly changed. Nowadays, newspapers and 
other mass media are believed to be “guidance of public opinion” while the “public 
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opinion” remains the production of Party ideology. In addition, the general 
headquarters of the media network once named as the Propaganda Department of 
the Central Committee has been divided into several government organs based on 
different media industries and are titled by new names such as the Central Bureau 
of News and Publications and the Minister of Publications. However, these changes 
do not necessarily suggest the Party’s essential perception of the media is also 
changed. It is widely observed that the propaganda program was an integral part of 
the Party’s policy, thus a decision on economics development would also prescribe 
a matching propaganda strategy (Liu 1971).  
Given this political nature of the newspaper, strictly speaking, there is no 
purely commercial newspaper in China. Thus, the name of “commercial 
newspaper” used in this study requires some clarifications. Based on the patterns of 
old Soviet system, Chen and Lee (1998) named five categories of China’s 
newspapers based on its functions and organizations. They did not necessarily put 
“commercial newspaper” as one of these types. However, they identified “the 
evening press, the municipal press, and the general-content press with more than 
50% of private subscription (vis-à-vis state subscription)” as “mass press” (p.582). 
Given the fact that the majority of their readers derive from the market rather than 
compulsory subscriptions and the advertising as the newspapers’ major revenues 
rather than government subsidies, the mass press, are arguably considered the 
closest format of commercial newspaper in China nowadays. This justifies this 
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group as “commercial newspaper” in this study. 
 
3.1.2 Stages of Newspaper Commercialization in China 
The economic reforms have put China’s media in the peaceful evolution according 
to Huang (1994). Before the commercialization, all the media were directly 
financed by the Party and thus strictly served the role as ideological machine. 
However, during the process of commercialization, the emerging trend is that most 
newspapers were deprived of financial support from the Party, and this financial 
detachment challenges the newspapers to sustain their own operations.  
For the convenience of discussion, the trajectory of the newspaper 
commercialization can be generally categorized into four stages based on four 
milestones. Based on the observation of Zhao (1998), the first three milestones are: 
(1) The commencement of China’s Open and Reform in 1978, (2) The Tiananmen 
Square in June 1989 and, (3) The 14th National Party Congress in October 1992. 
This study, in 2005, regards the country’s entrance to the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in 2000 as the fourth milestone. 
The following four sections will respectively illustrate the four stages of the 
trajectory of newspapers’ commercialization. However, although the trajectory was 
divided for the convenience of the discussion, the four stages are in fact closely 
related to each other. As part of the intertwining history, the previous stage could 
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even be argued to trigger the subsequent stage. 
 
3.1.2.1 The struggling development from 1978 to June 1989 
The year of 1978 when Deng Xiaoping has taken over the charge proclaimed 
another revolution in China. This revolution, hallmarked by the open and reform 
policy, has catalyzed the launching of media reform. 
The first horn was the negation of the practices and beliefs in Maoism by 
advocating “practice is the only criteria to testify truth”. By correcting the major 
mistakes in the previous political storms such as anti-right revolution and the 
Cultural Revolution, the party has declared to enter a new stage called “melting 
ages”. The practices in newspaper have been transformed while agenda has moved 
to emphasize the “truthfulness”. Gan (1994) described this change as “facts are 
thus primary and ideology secondary”. This change, according to him, was a 
subversive challenge to the existing belief as “facts serves the politics” in China for 
the past decades. 
Financially, as the Party felt the burden to support all the newspaper in the 
country growing unbearable, it selected some newspapers as experimental sites to 
let them self-manage their finance from 1978. However, such experiments did not 
work out because at that time China’s market was too weak to support the 
newspapers’ financial operation (Chen and Liu, 1998). 
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However, from 1980, the number of newly established newspapers has surged. 
During the period between 1980 and 1985, 1,008 newspapers were set up in China, 
which means one newspaper was born in less than two days. Among them, only 
about 120 were Party papers while others were evening newspapers, industry 
newspapers and enterprise newspapers, etc (Chen and Liu, 1998). 
Consequently, the Party organs began to lose their popularity while other 
emerging newspapers became more and more popular. The biggest and central 
Party organ, People Daily, has lost its circulation from 5.38 million to 3.78 million 
in 1986. In 1989, this number slumped to 2.9 million. In the mean time, the 
circulation of commercial newspapers has exploded. For example, the YEP has 
gained the circulation from 50,000 at the launch in 1986 to 570,000 in 1992. 
The three years of 1986, 1987, and 1988 were a period of theoretical ferment 
(Zhao, 1998, p. 35). The Party leadership at that time was tolerating and even 
encouraging the discussions of leaders’ speech, aiming to enhance the variety of 
opinions of different newspapers. As Polumbaum (1990) observed, by that time, the 
momentum of journalism reform efforts was not easily locked. 
This stage of commercialization was promoted to the peak in the year of 1989 
(Chen and Liu, 1998) by the Party leader Zhao Ziyang. He proposed three 
significant notions regarding press reform: the public opinion should be able to 
supervise the society (yulun jiandu), the people should be informed of important 
events (zhongda shiqing rang renmin zhidao) and important issues should include 
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people’s discussions (zhongda wenti jing renmintaolun). These notions have 
contributed significantly to the democratization of China at that time. 
To conclude this stage, the newspaper commercialization was vigorously 
germinating during these years. However, as it has been always intertwined with 
the Party’s will from the beginning, the complexity of newspaper 
commercialization has been doomed. The conflicts within the party itself in 1978 
promoted the commercialization to be realized as it also deferred the actual 
realization when the conflicts eventually upgraded and exploded in the Tiananmen 
Square in June 1989. 
 
3.1.2.2. The retrogression between June 1989 and 1992 
Party ideology overshadowed market call after the Tiananmen Square for three 
years from 1989 to1992. The burgeoning commercialization cultivated in the 
previous years has met significant obstacles during this stage. The Party tightened 
up its control over the media against the billed “bourgeois liberalization” and 
“peaceful evolution” till 1992 (Chan 1993). The Party closed a number of 
non-party newspapers which voiced dissonantly in the previous years and strictly 
controlled the content of other remaining newspapers. Zhao’s notion about “the 
public opinion should be able to supervise the society” (yulun jiandu) disappeared 
in the reports while most reports were positive ones regarding the contribution the 
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Party has made to the whole society. 
This has slowed down the pace of commercialization of most newspapers. The 
circulations of both the commercial newspapers as well as the Party papers 
decreased dramatically nearly by one third. The major reason for this decline was 
that people at that time blamed that newspapers had low credibility and just served 
the politics (Chen and Liu, 1998). According to a survey by China People 
University in 1991, nearly 80% Chinese people believed that media propaganda 
had fair or even very low credibility. 
 
3.1.2.3. Coexistence of tide and taboo from 1992 to 2000 
The turning point showed up when Deng Xiaoping gave a speech during his 
inspection tour of south China in early 1992. This has signified the stabilization of 
Deng’s era. By legitimizing the market economy in the 14th National Party 
Congress in October 1992, the role of media as enterprises has been emphasized 
and thus the liberalization has been pushed to another height. 
Deng’s speech has for the first time inverted the Party’s perception to view the 
commercialization as a way leading to the capitalism rather than to the socialism. 
Deng’s speech, which guided the whole country’s development of market economy, 
highlighted that the economic construction was the core as “one centrality” (yige 
zhongxin), the “open and reform policy ” (gaige kaifang zhengce) and the 
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“maintenance of the Four Cardinal Principles” (jianchi sixiang jiben yuanze) were 
the “two basic points” (liangge jibendian) (Chan 1993). The implications of these 
core values creatively brushed aside the ideological argument between the 
socialism and the capitalism. From then on, the commercialization was regarded 
primarily as a mechanism to enhance the economic development. 
Hence, the commercialization has gradually penetrated into every sector of the 
country where newspaper commercialization has been dramatically accelerated. It 
is even argued by Chan (1993) that 1993 is the most important year in the whole 
process of commercialization of China’s media. In 1993, it was observed that the 
newspapers in China were fascinated by a variety of fads such as establishing a 
new paper, adding additional pages, emphasizing the advertising, launching weekly 
editions, etc (Chen and Liu 1998). Party organs were no longer the only face people 
could read in this stage. Instead, people had a variety of choices consisting of 
evening posts, life newspapers, industry newspapers, articles’ digest newspapers, 
and enterprise newspapers, etc. 
Among them, the rise of the evening posts was especially noticeable. The 
number of evening posts has doubled from 66 in 1992 to 136 in 1994 (Chen and 
Liu 1998). The content of evening posts was especially different from the Party 
organs because of the market. They delivered news stories which were close to 
ordinary people’s life to attract readers’ attention. The topics included the rise of 
price indexes, sensational news happening at local, crimes and even corruption of 
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government officials. These stories which would neither appear during previous nor 
appear in the Party papers were revolutionarily reported by the commercial posts. 
Nonetheless, this was not to say the full liberalization of the major 
newspapers’ content realized at this stage. A study of the front-pages stories in 36 
different national and provincial newspapers in 1994 to 1995 conducted by Zhao 
(1998) found little variation of their reports and they remained “monolithic, 
positive, and highly predictable” (p. 49). Some topics remained as taboos for 
journalists to touch. For instance, some sensitive topics regarding politics were still 
strictly forbidden by the Party. 
Financially, the Party put forward another policy which significantly has 
influenced almost all the newspapers. The Newspaper and Publication Bureau 
under the State Council in 1992 announced a general policy to “stop 
breast-feeding” as a blunt declaration to stop financially sustaining the newspapers. 
However, while they targeted this policy at all the newspapers in the country, they 
deferred the deadline to 1994 for some chief Party organs considering their lower 
popularity and higher political importance. 
To summarize, this stage of newspaper commercialization has reached the 
peak of the whole trajectory. On the one hand, the establishment of market 
economy as the core values of Deng’s era has brought the newspapers with light 
speed changes happening everyday. On the other hand, some bottom lines of the 
Party’s ideology remain taboos for journalists. The newspaper was struggling 
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between the market and the Party with spiral movement forward. 
 
3.1.2.4. Facing new challenge from the entry to WTO after 2000 
The entry into WTO has made the country’s dream over 15 years come true. But at 
the same time, the country faces the new challenges on the domestic manufacturers 
from foreign competitions. These potential threats have pushed the Party to 
accelerate the media commercialization with the hope of arming the domestic 
media enough competence to contend with the coming of overseas capital and 
other foreign media. 
The Party’s measures against the foreign challenges, however, could be 
summarized as two threads: the exclusion of foreign capital and the accelerated 
cultivation of domestic newspaper. 
The first main method was to exclude the foreign capital. To involve foreign 
capital remains a sensitive and controversial issue to the Party. For instance, it was 
reported by the BBC that a Hong Kong investor had withdrawn from bidding for 
China broadcast rights to the 2002 football World Cup due to political pressure 
from Beijing (BBC 2001). Even in the future, the answer remains vague that to 
which extent the Party could tolerate the intervention of foreign capital or media in 
newspaper. It is reasonable to foresee that the government may only be partially 
open to some of the overseas newspapers, which contain little political sensitivity, 
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while the Party will still keep a tight fist over the political or central newspaper. For 
example, the famous tabloid OK! in Britain has successfully launched its Chinese 
version in collaboration with a Chinese newspaper on 10 May 2004. The Chinese 
version, like its English counterpart, was a collection of bamboo telegraphs 
featuring Chinese paparazzi catching celebrity’s private life while seldom touched 
anything on politics. Nonetheless, although it may still take a long time for the 
Party to be willing to loosen its control to the overseas, the Party is also aware that 
they could not afford solely by excluding foreign capital. The fact the Party has to 
face is that the virgin field would gradually shrink after they begin to live up with 
the spirit of WTO and to fully realize the obligations of a WTO member. 
The other method was more emphasized by the Party as to accelerate the 
commercialization of newspaper. To “attack poison with poison” (yidugongdu), the 
Party has been competing with transnational media giants by organizing state 
media conglomerates. The basic assumption underlying this is that adding different 
newspapers together by conglomeration could generate a more competent capital. 
In 1996, the first newspaper group Guangzhou Daily Newsgroup was set up in the 
economic front line Guangzhou, following the government administration. This 
tradition has continued. In 2002, the Party has set up 12 newspaper groups. By the 
end of 2003, the total number of newspaper groups in China had reached 38 
(Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 2004). The newsgroups were set up on an 
administrative basis. Namely, the provincial group and the municipal group are the 
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basic units of newsgroups. In these groups, commercial newspapers and party 
organs were mechanically tied together. Administratively, the party organs are 
superior to the commercial newspapers. However, the financial situation is opposite. 
Because the Party papers have not been receiving any government’s subsidy and 
have little readership, they need to survive by the profits made by the commercial 
newspapers in the same newsgroup. 
The conglomerations have accelerated the newspaper commercialization as 
each newspaper group aims at the maximum profit by all means. For example, it 
turns out to be a trend for each newspaper group to differentiate newspapers 
targeting at different readerships. Additionally, a newspaper group consists of other 
newspapers such as weekly newspaper, entertaining newspaper, or economic 
newspaper for different readers besides a party organ and a commercial newspaper. 
The case of Xinhua Daily press group, where the YEP belongs to, is typical. Its 
administrative leader, the Party organ, is the XD. The group’s main financial 
engines go to its two commercial newspapers, the YEP and Nanjing Morning Post. 
Apart from them, the newspaper group has also developed Yangtse Economy and 
Jiangsu Economy to target at the markets of economic newspapers (Xinhua Daily 
Press Group, 2005). 
The main characteristic of this stage is the commercialization of newspaper 
was promoted as well as prohibited by the Party ideology while the fear of WTO 
challenge spreads. The newspapers are prohibited from commercialization in the 
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sense of joining hands with foreign investment to remain its ideological purity for 
the Party. However, the government also promoted the commercialization by 
setting up more conglomerates. This conglomeration, in a way, has accelerated the 
speed of commercialization. 
 
3.1.3 Advertising in Newspaper Commercialization 
In the above sections, the trajectory of newspaper commercialization has been 
summarized as four stages. This section offers a summary of the newspaper ’s 
advertising development. 
 
3.1.3.1 The development of advertising 
At the beginning of China’s economic reform, the Party decided to allow the media 
to resume selling advertising. According to Lynch (2000), there were two major 
motivations behind this. First, the government was severely suffering from a 
serious financial burden that it was unable to fund the large-scale media institutions 
any more. Second, the Party was also aware of the importance of advertising to the 
whole economic construction. It was understood that advertising was capable of 
transferring goods’ information to the potential buyers, which later can stimulate 
the spending to boost the economy. 
The first piece of advertising was broadcasted in January 1979 on Shanghai 
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Radio Station. Although a few traces of advertising sparkled in 1930 and until the 
Cultural Revolution, the return in 1979 is indisputably considered as the beginning 
of the biggest commercialization process (Chu 1982). 
The beginning of the newspaper advertising was horned by an announcement 
published in People Daily, the central Party organ, in December 1979. People 
Daily claimed it would accept advertisement of foreign concerns in that 
announcement (Chu 1982). 
Although the context for modern advertising in the liberal capitalist society is 
lacking in China, the country’s advertising has been boomed at a strikingly high 
speed within its own historical-social context (Cheng 1996). The total amount of 
advertisement revenue of newspaper in China has also expanded astonishingly. 
Figure 3.2 is a brief summary of the growth of advertising over the past 20 years.  
 








1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999
 
Sources: China Advertising (1984- 2000), various issues (in Chinese). 
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Two explicit trends are shown in the table. The first trend is that growth of 
advertisement revenues has been steady since commercialization began. The 
second trend refers to the fact that the speed of the growth has rocketed between 
1991 and 1993 when newspaper commercialization has been sufficiently promoted 
by the Party. 
3.1.3.2 The role of advertising on newspaper commercialization 
The rapid development of advertising has significantly influenced the newspapers 
in two ways: (1) It has promoted the change of newspaper content; (2) It has 
catalyzed the change of the cognitive function of newspaper. 
 
3.1.3.2.1 The engine to change the content of newspaper 
The change of newspaper content can be understood at the macro level as well as 
the micro level. At the macro level, the number of commercial newspapers is rising. 
Functioning as advertising agencies, commercial newspapers are expanding their 
publications which dwarfed the party newspapers as the latter’s popularity is 
declining. What happens at the micro level is the substantial content changes within 
every newspaper even the Party newspaper. 
As shown in Figure 3.3, the total number of newspapers in the country has 
rocketed from 186 in 1978 to 2119 in 2003.  
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Source: Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Institute of Journalism, Chinese 
Journalism Yearbook (1985-2004), various issues (in Chinese) 
 
Two facts in this table are noticeable. The first is that 1985 is the first year when 
there is a significant growth of the number. Another tide came after 1992. The year 
of 1985 and the years after 1992 have well reflected the two tides of newspaper 
commercialization in the first stage and the third stage discussed in previous 
sections. The second fact is that after 1993, the growth has gradually slowed down 
and the number has even slightly shrunk twice in 1999 and 2003 respectively. The 
professionals such as Li (2005) called this the coming of “the age of thick 
newspaper” to describe the advancement of the newspaper commercialization from 
simply setting up new newspaper to the stage of increasing volumes of the 
newspaper to emphasize the content and the advertisement. 
Within the growth of the total number of the country’s newspaper, the steady 
growth of commercial newspapers contrasted with the decline of party newspapers 
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as shown in Figure 3.4. Taking the burgeoning evening newspapers for instance, 
the number of evening newspapers was 13 in 1979. However, this number has 
grown to 38 in 1989 and 66 in 1992. After the extremely active year of 1993, the 
number has even soared to 136. On the other hand, the proportion of party 
newspapers in the total number of all newspapers in China has been dwindled. In 
1978, the category of the Party organs made up 76% of all the 186 newspapers in 
China, which decreased to 17% of the 2,200 newspapers in 1996. 
 





































Source: Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Institute of Journalism, Chinese 
Journalism Yearbook (1985-2004), various issues (in Chinese) 
 
At the micro level, the newspaper content also changed significantly due to the 
pursuit of economic benefit. The cruel market competition has taught them that the 
media can only survive by catching audiences’ eyes. Clichés such as conference 
reports, leaders’ inspections and speeches that once dominated newspapers’ front 
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pages had gradually shrunk or even disappeared. Instead, those reports close to 
readers’ life and of great sensations have filled the front pages. For example, 
nowadays, a typical front page of one evening newspaper consists of a colorful 
picture telling some catching stories, which takes up almost 2/3 space. The 
advertisement, takes the rest 1/3 space and various titles of sensational news reports 
squeezed in the left and right margins of the page. 
 
3.1.3.2.2 The catalyst to transform the function of newspaper 
The advertising in newspaper is important because it not only functions as a market 
place to help other industries to sell more products, but also serves as the key 
financial avenue for the newspaper to survive. The advertising has become so 
crucial to any commercial newspaper that the profit it generates constitutes a large 
proportion or even the whole of the revenues of the newspaper (Wang, 2003). 
Against this backdrop, the media including newspapers were named as 
“industry”, for the first time, by the Party because of the considerable profit the 
advertising could generate each year to the government. This is a stark contrast to 
the socialist ideology as in the socialist orthodoxy, “advertising is a necessary evil 
for the capitalist countries caused by over-production and under-consumption”(Chu 
1982). To stand clearly opposite to the capitalism, the Party would not allow the 
evil to thrive in its country. However, as the Party claimed to lead a way of 
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“socialism with Chinese characteristics”, it went beyond the ideology dichotomy to 
welcome the advertising as an economic booster. 
Generally speaking, the newspaper is dually functioning nowadays. On the 
one hand of ideology, it is still a propaganda machine. On the other hand of 
economics, it serves as an engine to promote the economic construction of the 
country. As Lee (1994) put it, there has been a trend toward "depoliticization" 
marked by soft ideological preaching, although political propagation has continued 
to be the priority of the party press. It is further argued by He (2000) that the 
routine function has been redefined. Before the commercialization, the function of 
the newspaper was strictly defined as propaganda and mobilization of masses. In 
the process of the commercialization, newspaper is believed to eventually serve as 
a provision of repertoire of cultural choices (Donald and Keane, 2002, p. 6). A 
nation survey conducted by the Institute of Journalism of Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences (1989) in China also revealed that Chinese journalists today 
viewed the newspaper much different from the role as mouthpiece of the Party. 
Rather, they see the most important roles of press as informational, a check on 
political power and entertaining. 
 
3.1.4 Problems of Newspaper Commercialization in China 
Although the newspaper commercialization has transformed many aspects of 
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newspapers, a lot of problems still remain. Among them, two problems are 
especially noticeable: the complicated intertwining relationship with government 
and the lack of press laws. 
 
3.1.4.1 The intertwining relationship with the government control 
The administrative intervention of the government cannot be underestimated as it 
can influence the economic growth of the newspapers. At beginning, the Party 
promoted the commercialization because the unbearable financial burden of 
newspapers putting on it. As the Party could not afford the running expenses and 
other expanding costs of the newspapers, it was partially forced to promote the 
commercialization in a top-down manner. To shed apart of its “mammoth financial 
obligations” (Chen and Lee, 1998), the Party urged all newspapers to be financially 
independent. In order to accelerate this progress, the Party even took a series of 
measures to accentuate this principle. In other words, newspapers were initially 
forced to face the market because they could only get minimum or no subsidies 
from their parents – the Party (Hong 1998). As Chen and Lee (1998) noted, in the 
beginning, many chief editors of provincial-level papers were irritated by their 
supervising agencies, which no longer offer them subsidies. They were enforced to 
spare some time to beg for money to survive. 
In recent years, one good example of the Party’s promotion of 
commercialization is the trend of conglomeration of newspapers at the fourth stage 
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of the newspaper commercialization. In this process, different types and levels of 
media institutions were made to merge into one press group. Although this process 
has been merger and acquisition in the economic sense, it has aroused more 
administrative troubles than mere economic clashes. First of all, the management 
was not democratically elected but rather was arbitrarily designated by the Party. 
This has resulted in kinds of disproportional distributions of the group’s resources 
such as human resource, financial resource, etc. Secondly, the Party organ of each 
newspaper group is the most superior in the administrative sense because it is more 
of political importance. However, what is ironic is that the Party organ is always 
the poorest newspaper in the whole group. This has led to its financial dependence 
on its “subordinate” newspapers. Such contradictions have caused several clashes 
in the newspaper groups, as reported by the official news agency Xinhua (2005). 
In general, the newspaper commercialization has been characterized by the 
push by the Party ideology at the beginning as well as the continuous intervening 
from the government as it progressed. Although the market has proved to be 
powerful to influence the characteristics of newspapers, the government has 
nonetheless contributed more significantly to the growth of commercial 
newspapers in China. 
 
 49
3.1.4.2 The absence of journalism law 
It has been over 20 years since the first advocate Hu Jiwei, the former president of 
People Daily, called for a press law in 1984. Hu was later stripped of his position 
in the National People’s Congress and expelled from the party because of his 
radical promotion of press freedom. Till now, the journalism professionals have 
been putting constant efforts to promote the law but always resulting in 
fruitlessness. For example, the first extraordinary effort to formulate a press law 
was aborted by the Tiananmen crackdown in 1989 (Lee, 2000b). 
Without the rights entitled by law, the media cannot guarantee its safety 
whenever there is a clash between themselves and the Party ideology. After all, 
they are owned by the Party, who obtains the rights to decide the whole situation. 
The reasons why the Party is reluctant to set up journalism laws, according to 
Chen and Liu (1998), can be summarized as two points. On the one hand, the Party 
would not be able to arbitrarily interrupt the media’s operations, if media are 
entitled by the law to be independent. On the other hand, the Party has the concerns 
to be criticized by the public if it excluded the existing press freedom in its 
construction of journalism laws. 
To conclude, the struggles by theorists or professionals to launch journalism 
laws reflects the media's struggles between the commercialization and the Party 
will. According to Zhao (1998, p. 39), the argument for journalism laws was a call 
for “the relative autonomy of journalism practices”. Although she did not explicitly 
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contend the “autonomy” was in respect to the control of the Party, the implying 
conflicts is quite evident. In the conflicts, the Party always overpowers the media’s 
financial independence.  
 
3.2 China’s Media Commercialization: a Struggling Way to Public Sphere? 
Lee (2000b) has situated the discussions about the public sphere and China’s media 
commercialization in a theoretical frame by outlining the liberal-pluralist and 
radical-Marxist approaches of the media's political economy. He firstly contended 
that radical-Marxist approach presents an “economic” political economy 
perspective to criticize the negative impacts brought by market on media 
expression. Among them, advertising and conglomeration are especially harmful as 
culture and public communication have been commodified. This argument, 
however, is identical to the concerns of western media studies over their media 
commercialization that the market is betraying the ideals of democracy and 
distorting the “public sphere”. Lee further argued that, this model, however, does 
not note the role of the authoritarian state as a threat to press freedom itself, 
especially in much of the world – including the developing, the Third World 
countries, and former Communist countries – where the controllers take a dominant 
role in shaping the distributions of political, economic, and cultural powers. 
Separately, he argued liberal-pluralists present a “political” political economy 
perspective as a critique of the state's repression. For instance, the journalism can 
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actually play a role as “check and balance” on the state. This critique, according to 
him, is especially useful in those authoritarian countries where the market works as 
an essential countervailing force to the state power. 
In conclusion, Lee proposed two key claims. First, the radical-Marxist 
approach (the “economic” political economy) is the theory of the 
liberal-capitalist-democratic media, while the liberal-pluralists perspective (the 
“political” political economy) is the theory of the authoritarian media. Second, in 
the “transitional” systems, which are moving from authoritarian to democratic rule 
or vice versa, both approaches may coexist and intertwine uneasily and 
paradoxically. By then, he used this contradictory coexistence to illustrate the case 
of China’s media. 
Lee’s dichotomic understanding of the political economy of Chinese media, 
although not scientific enough as he overemphasized the economic attribution of 
radical-Marxist approach and the political attribution of liberal-pluralists 
perspective, has enlightened many studies which were collected in a series of books 
(Lee, 1990, 1994, 2000 and 2003). These studies have contributed from different 
historical backgrounds and aspects, such as in the globalization context or from the 
cultural aspect. 
Lee and his followers have unanimously identified the fact that the media are 
not fully independent from the government although they are financially free. They 
also claimed that China’s media are having “commercialization without 
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independence” and enjoying “bird-caged press freedom” in the state which is still 
highly authoritarian, arbitrary, and intrusive (Lee 2000, p.10, Chan, 1993). 
However, they believed the market to be healthy for China’s media development, 
especially from the political sense. Their basic assumption is that the market drive 
would well be an incentive as a call for freedom, since China’s media have been 
even more strictly controlled by the government before the commercialization. In 
this sense, after the economy Reform and Open (gaige kaifang) began, the 
commercialization of China’s propaganda machine is widely welcomed by the 
academics. According to them, the market is like the new blood pumped into the 
jaded machine to activate the transformation. As media have gradually gained 
financial independence from the government, these researchers even believed that 
this independence can help the media to contend with the government control to 
seek their press freedom. 
These researchers guarded their optimism against two main genres of thoughts: 
(1) The framework of the “dependence on the (Chinese) power” (Lee and Chu 
1998) and, (2) The western concerns about the declining public sphere (Wang 1998; 
Zhang 1998). 
First, not over-emphasizing political determinants, nonetheless, Lee and his 
followers still believed market to be of significant potentials in its “tug-of-war”(He 
2000) with the Party. They (for example, Fung and Lee 2002) argued, although the 
role of the economic logic is paradoxical, it has exerted countervailing check on the 
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arbitrary state power. As a support to this, they claimed that media organizations 
have actually developed a range of professional strategies to absorb or defuse the 
political pressure. For example, as Zhao (1998) observed, many Party newspapers 
have set up their weekend editions which have “more flexible editorial policies” 
(p.134) to dilute the political stress.   
Second, strongly disagreeing with those researchers worrying about the public 
sphere being eroded by the market, Lee (2001, p. 11) questioned: “Given the dearth 
of democracy or the public sphere (in Harbermas’s sense) in China, I wonder how 
can the market-oriented media contribute to the erosion of something that does not 
seem to exist?” By cautioning against their disavowal of the relationship between 
the market and the democracy, Lee again stressed his argument about his optimism 
about the market and the expected press freedom. 
However, as admitted by Lee himself, his framework and studies are not 
completely unimpeachable. The vexing problem remains that to which extent 
should the western-originated theoretical perspective meet the empirical 
observations in China, where study is marginal in the mainstream of U.S. 
communication studies. As Lee (2000a) acknowledged, because most of the 
researchers in this field are western-educated, they have inevitably returned to the 
Anglo-American literature – on the sociology of media professionalism and 
organization, media effects, and the role of the media in political change – to shape 
their practices. This angle may not be well tailored according to China's context. 
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Nonetheless, the value of their studies is undeniable as they have especially 
offered a great opportunity to the comparative studies. The comparative studies are 
especially valuable to help us in becoming "aware of the absence of certain 
historical phases from a society, which is often quite essential to understanding its 
contemporary shape” (Mills 1959, p.157, cited by Lee 2000a) 
In addition, their studies have contributed to the call for the reorientation of 
the western-based media studies. The facts that the globalization, the emerging 
Asian economies and the dramatic political and economic changes taking places in 
China and other authoritarian countries, have all added more significance to the 
studies focusing on other parts apart from the western world. 
 
3.3 Previous Empirical Research 
Although the study of Chinese media is growing mature gradually, most of the 
studies remain as theoretical import, which are broadly informative of the patterns 
of media change and the structural conflict involved (Lee 2000a). However, there 
are a few exceptions such as several empirical studies. For example, Wu (2000) 
noted that although the government has retained its tight control over the media, 
“freedom of the press is expanded in China with the diversification of media 
structures” (p. 63). As his metaphors put it, the new decentralized situation is 
pictured as “many mouths” reflecting the thoughts of “one head” – the Party.  
The perspective from the journalists’ practices has also been explored by 
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Polumbaum (1990) and Pan (2000). They argued that the economic reform has 
prompted the journalists to constantly improvise the new reporting strategies to 
overcome the Party control and to attract the attention from the market. 
Among them, the empirical studies conducted by Zhao (1998) and He (2000) 
have significantly exemplary implications to this study: the perspective from 
newspaper organizations to find out how newspaper commercialization has 
reshaped their “internal news routines, power distribution and content” (Chen and 
Lee, 1998, p. 578).  
Zhao (1998) explored the intertwining nature of the media between the Party 
line and the bottom line of the market. She summed up the widespread momentum 
within China’s media institutions towards a profit-making ethic while yet conscious 
of ideological responsibilities (Donald and Keane, 2002). She offered a thorough 
and close look on the political economy of China’s transitional media from an 
empirical perspective and was especially helpful to offer some details, which had 
not been revealed by previous researches.  
Separately, He (2000) focused his study on the city of Shenzhen, the 
avant-garde place of China’s economic reform, using the case of Shenzhen Special 
Zone Daily. By a close-up on the organizational level and individuals’ level, he 
studied the management, the content and the advertising of the newspaper as well 
as conducted interviews of several journalists. He described the newspaper’s 
struggle between the market and the Party as a “tug-of-war” (2000, p. 112) to argue 
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that the commercialization of newspaper has converted the party press into a “Party 
Publicity Inc.” 
Both researchers' studies have highlighted the vast field of empirical studies to 
shed some light on the existing theoretical framework in the context of China’s 
media. While Zhao (1998) emphasized the Party’s journalism in a historical and 
contextual way, He (2000, p.119) managed to situate the case of China into "one of 
the five-mode conceptual framework of a tug-of-war”. 
This study, although enlightened by these two studies, differs from them from 
two perspectives. First, the study used the alternative theoretical framework of the 
public sphere to explore the newspaper's dynamics within the dual functions of the 
market and the Party. By using this theory, the study aims to critically explore the 
political implications of the newspaper commercialization.  
Second, as a typical commercial newspaper in China, the YEP differs from the 
party organs, which were widely studied by Zhao (1998) and He (2000). In 
addition, as the YEP is a relatively developed commercial newspaper, the study of 
it can well imply the trends that may emerge in other newspapers as the 
commercialization makes further progresses.  
In conclusion, this research could be another empirical study to the existing 
literature from the perspective of the public sphere into China’s context, as well as 
a pointer which can help forecast towards which directions other commercial 
newspapers are heading for in the future.  
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CHAPTER 4 METHODOLOGY 
This chapter explains the operation of qualitative research methods in this research, 
giving special emphasis to the analysis of data. Specifically speaking, by selecting 
the case of the YEP, three methods were used to gather data for a comprehensive 
picture of the political implications of the YEP’s commercialization: (1) A content 
analysis of its advertisement to determine the level to which the YEP has been 
commercialized; (2) A qualitative interview to explore the political implication of 
such commercialization; and, (3) An archive research to supplement the first two 
methods’ data as well as to provide a holistic view in the whole study. 
 
4.1 The Case of the YEP 
4.1.1 The Method of Case Study 
Through this study, the researcher aimed at a concrete view of the political 
implications of media commercialization in China. To study a typical media 
organization in depth could be more constructive than a general quantitative 
perspective, because of the following reasons: 
First, according to Yin (1994), case studies are valuable when the phenomena 
under study are contemporary and not under the control of the researcher, yet there 
is a desire to answer “how” questions.  
Second, as Williams, Rice et al. (1988) put it, a definite advantage of a case 
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study is that the later research activities can be adjusted as the study progresses. 
This allows the researcher to find the possibly new valuable factors in the process 
of media’s political influence and to put more attention to them in further studies. 
In summary, a case-study approach enables the researcher to gather specific 
data at both the institutional and individual levels, and to scrutinize the news 
production process (He 2000). In this study, such aims are fulfilled through content 
analysis, in-depth interviews and archive research. 
 
4.1.2 The Selection of the YEP  
4.1.2.1 The introduction of the YEP 
The YEP is a typical evening newspaper as well as a commercial newspaper. It was 
set up by XD – the party organ of Jiangsu Province – on January 1, 1986. It has 
become the most circulated commercial newspaper in China with a readership of 
1.65 million in 2004 (IFABC, 2005). The newspaper’s advertisement turnover 
jumped into the top six of newspapers' circulations in the whole country in 1999 
(Yangtse Evening Post, 2005). From the size of four pages in 1986, it has doubled 
its volume to 24 pages in 1995. In 2004, it normally has 48 pages. The printing has 
also changed from black and white to color printing on all pages from 2003. 
Examples of front page of the newspaper of 1995 and 2004 reproduced from the 
YEP are presented in Appendix 1. As a commercial newspaper, the content of the 
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YEP can be briefly divided into two categories: the advertisement and the news 
reports.  
The YEP was previously studied by a few Chinese professionals and 
academics while most of them are from perspectives such as its implication on 
policy-making (Wang, 1995), a survey of its readers (Nanjing Normal University, 
1995), etc. On the other hand, questions such as how the newspaper has developed 
in the spiral environment by party control and market drive? To what extent has the 
newspaper realized the commercialism and what political implications does this 
development provide? Such questions still remain unanswered and thus make this 
study important. 
 
4.1.2.2 The selection of the YEP 
The selection of the YEP is based on the major concerns of its generalizability, 
which can be summarized as the following four reasons. 
First, the biggest circulation among all the China’s commercial newspapers 
has made the YEP representative of the country’s commercial newspapers. 
Although it does not necessarily mean the bigger the circulation is, the more 
commercial the newspaper is, the YEP is still believed to be one of the most 
successful commercial newspapers in China.  
Secondly, the YEP is a typical Chinese commercial newspaper. It was set up 
by XD, the party organ of the province. XD is also the administrative leader of the 
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press group the YEP belongs to. As XD is not popular in the market and has little 
financial income and lives on subsidies from government and the press group, its 
deficit was indirectly filled up by the YEP’s financial contribution to the press 
group. This situation is widely shared by other commercial newspapers in China. 
Thirdly, the YEP is located in the developed city of Nanjing where the 
interplay of politics and economics is quite evident. Nanjing is a city with a long 
history of thousands of years and a diversity of cultures. In addition, it owns a lot 
of education institutions such as Nanjing University, Southeastern University and 
other top Chinese universities. In this sense, the city has offered the YEP a fertile 
ground to cultivate the public sphere as it has many intellectuals, who are claimed 
to be the most active group in China’s political discourse (Kluver, 2003).  
Fourth, because of its avant-garde status, the development of the YEP may 
well reflect where the Chinese commercial newspaper is headed for in the future. 
Since the YEP is a well-developed newspaper, by studying it thoroughly, it can be 
generalized to a bigger scale to refer to the future trends or even problems of other 
commercial newspapers in China 
In addition to the above concerns about generalizability, the feasibility of the 
research is also taken into account. Because the researcher is from Nanjing and has 
attained some acquaintances from the YEP, her social network in the city empowers 
the researcher more chances and rapports to communicate with the reporters and 
editors of the newspaper. This accessibility and familiarity with the field is very 
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important to ensure that the researcher can get efficiently get information. 
 
4.2 The General Perspective of the Research 
In addition to the archive analysis, the research was respectively embodied with a 
quantitative and a qualitative perspective in two stages of the research. In the first 
stage, content analysis was used to compare media content in different periods to 
make an argument about historical change(Strokes 2004) as the researcher 
conducted a comparative content analysis of the YEP’s advertisement in 1995 and 
2004 to visualize the newspaper’s commercialization progress. 
In the second stage, the YEP was studied more qualitatively. The researcher 
qualitatively interviewed 15 reporters and editors of the newspaper. The reason to 
adopt in-depth interview is its capacity of providing rich insights that reflect 
diversified values and experiences or underlying motivations based on the 
informant’s experience of a particular topic or situation (Lofland & Lofland, 1984, 
p.12). As Strokes (2004) argued, textual analysis could not reveal the motivations 
or the thoughts of the author while one could only speculate based on the content 
analysis results. This also applies to this study. As it is difficult to trace the 
motivations of the reporters or the editors solely from the advertisement, the stories 
and experiences of the reporters and editors become very crucial to explain the 
interactions in the news production.  
Also, the political implications are intangible to measure as the contexts for 
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journalism production are changing because of the social, political and economic 
factors. Under this circumstance, it is not scientific to measure the political 
implications solely by a content analysis but instead, a more qualitative perspective 
would be more proper to address the research question. 
Such a combination of different methods, according to Denzin (1978: 28), can 
be considered as “methodological triangulation”. As Arksey and Knight (1999) 
summarized in their work, the triangulation serves two main purposes: the 
confirmation (Denzin, 1978) and the completeness (Jick, 1979).  
To fulfill the function of the confirmation, the two methods in this study are 
adopted to counterbalance each other as “the weaknesses in each single method 
will be compensated” (Jick 1979: 604). The content analysis is used in this study to 
describe the characteristics of communication (Holsti 1969) while the other method, 
the in-depth interview aims at the fundamental data to help in the understanding of 
the relations between social actors and their situations (Gaskell 2000). The 
researcher used in-depth interviews to overcome the disadvantage of the content 
analysis which is weak at understanding the effect of the media (Wimmer and 
Dominick 2000) . 
This combination of different methods is also used to “complete” the data 
collection in this study. Its usage is especially significant over the relationship 
between quantitative and qualitative methods (Bryman 1988, cited by Arksey and 
Knight 1999). As content analysis is a research method for the “objective, 
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systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” 
(Berelson 1952), the result of content analysis may not be adequate enough to 
explore the implications the advertisement has brought to the society. That is to say, 
it may be imprudent to establish the interrelation between the media 
commercialization and its political implications solely on the basis of objective 
data generated by the content analysis, which would especially have ignored the 
complex social interaction in the news making process. The combination of 
quantitative and qualitative stances respectively can represent varieties of data to 
help the researcher fully understand the complicated social interaction.  
 
4.3 Content Analysis Method 
4.3.1 The Procedures of Data Collection 
All the issues of the YEP needed for this study were on file in the Jinling library, 
one of two government-sponsored libraries in Nanjing. The library has collected 
each issue of the newspaper since the first issue in 1986. Thus, a complete file of 
the YEP from January 1, 1995 to December 31, 1995 and from January 1, 2004 to 
December 31, 2004, comprising a total of 7291 issues, was available for sampling. 
Random sampling was used to reduce the size of the analysis. In the sampling 
procedures, first of all, all the newspapers in the studied two years under study 
were numbered 364 and 365 consecutive days separately. Second, the researcher 
                                                        
1 The YEP is not published on the second day of Chinese New Year each year. Thus, there are 364 issues in 
1995 and 365 issues in 2004. 
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used a computer-based research randomizer2 to generate two sets of random 
numbers with 30 unique numbers per set. Third, the according newspapers were 
drawn from the database of the study and used as the material for this content 
analysis. By then a total of 60 issues of newspapers with 30 issues from each year 
were selected and prepared for the study. 
 
4.3.2 Data Analysis and Coding Frame 
The data analysis was conducted in two stages. In the first stage, the researchers 
counted the number of pieces of advertisement and special advertisement pages 
published everyday. The second stage delved into the content of advertisement 
using a coding protocol. The coding frame was set up after a pilot study of 30 
pieces of newspapers’ advertisement. However, this frame was later edited as the 
researcher was analyzing the advertisement. The finalized coding frame is attached 
in the thesis as Appendix 2. Three indices of every piece of advertisement are listed 
in the coding frame: (1) Dimension; (2) Location and, (3) Content. 
The dimension of the advertisement was determined by the dimension a piece 
of advertisement occupies comparing with one whole newspaper page. One page of 
the YEP is A3 size (297mm by 420mm). Under the index of dimension, there are 
four categories as following: (1) Small, which is smaller than 1/8 of the whole page; 
(2) Medium, the dimension of which is between 1/8 and 1/4 of the whole page; (3) 
                                                        
2 This randomizer could be retrieved at the website of Research Randomizer: www.randomizer.org 
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Large, the dimension of which is between 1/4 to 1/2 of the whole page; and (4) 
Extremely large, which can be as small as 1/2 of the whole page and as large as the 
whole page . 
The location means in which page the advertisement is published in the whole 
newspaper. As the pages of the newspapers are categorized primarily according to 
their news reports’ themes, the locations are thus generalized as follows: (1) The 
front page, (2) The general news pages, (3) The financial news pages, (4) The 
supplementary pages and, (5) Special advertisement pages 
In the coding frame, the index of the content stands for the product which the 
advertisement is promoting. Thus categories under this index were listed according 
to different genres of the products, such as recruitment, health and medicine 
products, apparel, air conditioner and TV, etc. In case that a piece of advertisement 
is promoting a product which can be put into more than one category, the major 
theme was counted.  
In this content analysis, statistic software SPSS 12.0 was used to produce the 
results. A brief summary of different categories and cross-table results are 
generated by the software. 
 
4.3.3 Reliability and Validity 
The possible controversial category in the coding protocol is the content of 
advertisement as it may be subjected to two or more types. The other two indices of 
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dimension and location of advertisement are of little controversy as coding of them, 
according to Wimmer and Dominick (2000: 153) is expected to have very high 
reliability approaching 100 per cent only except cases like carelessness or fatigue. 
As a result, the reliability (both the intra-coder and intercoder reliability) of the 
analysis of the content of advertisement was tested  
According to Krippendorf (1985, p. 130), the intra-coder reliability is 
“manifest under test-retest conditions, such as when the same coder is asked to 
code a set of data twice at different points of time”. Hence, to test the intra-coder 
reliability in this study, the researcher analyzed the content of the YEP’s 
advertisement twice in different periods: December, 2004 and February 2005. A 
coefficient of 96 per cent was achieved when the reliability statistics were 
computed using the two sets of results. The differences were analyzed and most of 
them were due to a few counting errors rather than differences in understanding. 
For intercoder reliability, due to time and manpower constraints the researcher 
selected a subsample of 10 days’ advertisement and let another master student 
majoring in communications analyze them. An overall intercoder reliability 
coefficient was calculated following the pi index developed by Scott (1955, cited in 
Wimmer & Dominick, 2000, p. 152). The formula is as follows: 
               % observed agreement - % expected agreement 
 
Following the calculation, the observed agreement is 0.96 and the expected 
1- % expected agreement Reliability
 = 
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agreement is 0.73, thus the reliability is 0.85. When using the pi index, the 
reliability coefficient about 0.75 or above according to Wimmer & Dominick (2000) 
is acceptable. Based on this criterion, the coefficients obtained reflect the content 
analysis in this study has an acceptable reliability. 
Validity is usually defined as “the extent to which an instrument is measuring 
what it is intended to measure” (Holsti 1969). This study tested its content validity, 
also referred to as “face validity”, which has most frequently relied upon by 
content analysis (p. 143). The researcher used the content analysis in this study to 
describe the extent to which the YEP has been commercialized. Thus this content 
analysis should be regarded as a “descriptive” one, which according to Holsti (1969) 
normally has sufficient content validity. 
 
4.4 In-depth Interview Method 
4.4.1 Selection of Interviewees 
The primary criterion to select interviewees in this study is the question that who 
has the relevant information? (Gorden, 1969, cited by Lindlof 1995) This mindset 
has largely narrowed the pool for potential interviewees into a network constituted 
by those who worked or are working in the YEP. Stories or appropriate experiences 
in the scene become a decisive index to qualify interviewees. Representation is not 
a crucial factor in this study. 
The second principle is the variety of interviewees in terms of their 
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socio-economic background such as ages, positions in the institution, the 
dimension of working years, etc. As the working environment has always been 
changed, those worked in the newspaper for a longer period are supposed to have 
more stories to be elicited by the researcher. However, the researcher did not rule 
out the reporters or editors who have just started working because their thoughts 
might be very different from those of the professionals having worked for more 
years. 
Practically, the researcher adopted snowball technique in this study to reach 
interviewees. The first round of interviewees was identified through the 
researcher’s personal contacts and subsequent rounds snowballed from the referrals 
of earlier rounds. The preliminary size of interviewees was set at 20 including 
reporters and editors. Following Babbie’s (2002, p. 300) suggestions, the researcher 
checked her notes after every interview to make sense out of what she had 
observed. However, as the interviews were conducted over some time and the 
number of interviews reached 15, those striking accounts of stories turned out to 
reappear and similarities were shared among more and more interviewees. This 
point, according to Gaskell (2000), is a signal of meaning saturation. Thus, the 
interviews stopped at the 15 interviewee. 
Consequently, 15 interviews were used in the analysis. The names of 
interviewees and their social-economic attributes are listed in Table 4.1. To protect 
the interviewees, all their names quoted here are pseudonyms. In addition, some 
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indexical details are omitted following interviewees’ requests. 
Table 4.1 List of Interviewees3 
Name Sex Working 
Years 
Position in the YEP Date of Interviews 
Aiken F 2 years Reporter 18 December, 2004 
Cherry F 2 years Reporter 19 December, 2004 
2 January, 2005 
Haoran M 10 years Chief of news department, Reporter 19 February, 2005 
Jie F 8 years Reporter 31 December, 2004 
2 January, 2005 
Jin F 2 years Reporter  26 December, 2004 
Lion M 5 years Reporter 3 January, 2005 
Ming M 20 years Senior reporter 21 December, 2004 
Rachel F 1/2 year Reporter 24 December, 2004 
Shan M 15 years Manager of Advertising Department 26 December, 2004 
Shuoru M 18 years Reporter 6 January, 2005 
16 February, 2005 
Sunny M 1/2 year Reporter 27 December, 2004 
Yanzi F 18 years Chief of news department, Senior reporter 24 December, 2004 
20 February, 2005 
Yuan F 8 years Reporter 15 February, 2005 
Wilson M 3 years Reporter 23 December, 2004 
Zhu M 36 years Chief director 29 December, 2004 
17 February, 2005 
 
4.4.2 Semi-structured Interview Topic Guide 
The style of interviews in this study is identical to the characteristics of 
semi-structured or semi-standardized interview. Although the interviews were less 
structured, a topic guide containing predetermined questions was used in the 
interviews. However, the researcher did not follow the exact sequence of the 
questions on the topic guide and if anything interesting were mentioned by the 
                                                        
3 The sequence of the names is following the alphabetic sequence of interviewees’ names 
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interviewee, the researcher would specifically noticed it and probed for 
explanations or more details for that point.  
With relatively open and loose topic, the method of semi-structured interview 
especially encourages a two-way communication between the researcher and the 
interviewees. This characteristic is of extreme significance in this study as the main 
body of interviewees in this study are the reporters and editors whose “experience 
is central to the research problem”(Lindlof 1995).  
The semi-structured interview method also could offer the interviewees space 
to deliver their opinions and could help minimize some avoidable subjectivity of 
the research. The semi-structured interview topic guide is attached in Appendix 3. 
 
4.4.3 Procedures of the Interviews and Data Analysis 
Two rounds of face-to-face interviews were conducted during the researcher ’s 
fieldworks in the YEP. The first round of interviews was performed from 17 
December, 2004 to 6 January, 2005. And the second round was carried out from 12 
February, 2005 to 20 February, 2005. 
The interview guide was used when the researcher conducted the interviews. 
The venues and times were decided by the interviewees. Interview places included 
the YEP, their homes, coffee shops and restaurants, etc. Most interviews were 
conducted during the reporters’ free time. However, three interviews took place in 
the working time. Thus, the chances of being interrupted by interviewees’ jobs 
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became a slight problem for the coherency of the interviews in this study. 
The interviews were conducted in Standard Mandarin (putonghua) by the 
researcher who is a native speaker. Every interview was audio-recorded and each 



















CHAPTER 5 CONTENT ANALYSIS RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
This chapter is going to exhibit and discuss the results of content analysis which 
compares the major characteristics of the YEP advertisement in 1995 and 2004. By 
the comparison, this chapter aims at a vivid view of the extent to which the YEP 
has been commercialized in the 10 years. 
 
5.1 The Amount of Advertisement 
In the sampled 30 days of 1995, there are a total of 1484 pieces of advertisement, 
while in 2004, the number rocketed to 3465. This change matches the exponential 
increase of the pages of newspaper. In 1995, a copy of the YEP typically had 16 
pages. Occasionally, as a result of the extremely large quantity of advertisement, it 
would expand to 20 pages or 24 pages. In 2004, an average copy of the YEP had 56 
pages and this number would reach 64 pages from time to time to offer enough 
space for advertisement.  
The newspaper, although more than doubled its size in 2004 than in 1995, did 
not necessarily offer additional spaces for its news reports. Indeed, the spatial 
proportion of advertisement rose slightly while the space for news reports declined. 
In 1995, the space of or equal to 3 pages out of 16 pages, or 19%, were used for 
advertisement. In 2004, the space of or equal to 14 pages out of 56 pages, or 25%, 
were full of advertisement. In other words, the expanding spaces of newspaper 
were used more for commercial purpose of advertisement rather than the purpose 
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of news production. 
The direct influence of the rise of advertisement in terms of both numbers and 
spaces has been reflected on the increase of the YEP’s advertisement revenues. In 
1995, the advertisement income of the YEP was 40 million yuan4, which surged to 
4.4 billion yuan in 2004. According to the YEP (Yangtse Evening Post, 2005), the 
advertisement revenues were almost their only source of financial incomes.  
 
5.2 The Content of Advertisement 
Table 5.1 is a summary of frequencies of different types of advertisement content in 
1995. According to the data, three most covered categories are electronic 
appliances, health and house/apartment sale. While the type of electronic appliance 
takes up a predominant proportion of 17.8%, categories of health and 
house/apartment sales are closely followed by other categories such as ICT devices, 
job recruitment, etc. 
 
Table 5.1. Frequencies of advertisement contents in 1995 
 Frequency Percent 
Electronic appliance (air conditioner, TV, etc.) 264 17.8 
Health (medical information, medicine, etc.) 145 9.8 
House/apartment sales 132 8.9 
ICT devices (Pager, cell phone, PC etc.) 122 8.2 
Job recruitment 108 7.3 
Industry and agriculture machine 107 7.2 
                                                        
4 Yuan is the basic units of money in China, with S$1 roughly valued at 5 Yuan . 
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Others 98 6.6 
Segregating advertisements 96 6.5 
Restaurant & recreation 92 6.2 
Fashion (apparel, jewelry, etc.) 51 3.4 
Notice 48 3.2 
Car & driving school 43 2.9 
Food/beverages 38 2.6 
Beauty (cosmetics, plastic surgery, etc.) 38 2.6 
Shopping information, sale 28 1.9 
Investment, financial chances 23 1.5 
Education, school, training institution 17 1.1 
Culture activities (performance, concerts, etc.) 15 1.0 
Lifestyle 8 .5 
Public interest, charity 7 .5 
Travel 4 .3 
Total 1484 100.0 
 
However, in 2004, some of the advertising tycoons maintain their dominance while 
new big sponsors emerged. As shown in Table 5.2, the three major categories of 
advertisement content are health, house/apartment sales and car and driving school. 
Among them, while health and house have become the top two categories, the 
originally biggest category of electronic appliance was replaced by car and driving 
school at the third place.  
 
Table 5.2. Frequencies of advertisement contents in 2004 
 Frequency Percent 
Health (medical information, medicine, etc.) 1464 42.4 
House/apartment sales 450 13.0 
Car & driving school 432 12.5 
ICT devices (Pager, cell phone, PC etc.) 309 8.9 
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Travel 168 4.9 
Beauty (cosmetics, plastic surgery, etc.) 96 2.8 
Education, school, training institution 87 2.5 
Food/beverages 66 1.9 
Investment, financial chances 66 1.9 
Shopping information, sale 57 1.6 
Electronic appliance (air conditioner, TV, etc.) 54 1.6 
Segregating advertisements 54 1.6 
Recruitment 36 1.0 
Others 33 1.0 
Notice 21 .6 
Fashion (apparel, jewelry, etc.) 15 .4 
Industry and agriculture machine 15 .4 
Restaurant & recreation 15 .4 
Lifestyle 12 .3 
Culture activities (performance, concerts, etc.) 6 .2 
Total 3456 100.0 
 
In the new three big sponsors in 2004, first of all, the tremendous proportion of 
health advertisement is noticeable. It has taken up 42.4% of the total, which means 
nearly half of the advertisement in the YEP in 2004 is about health such as selling 
various medicines or promoting different hospitals. In 2004, the advertisement 
about health or medicine has contributed a total of 1.2 billion yuan, or 27% of the 
whole advertisement revenues to the YEP (Yangtse Evening Post, 2005). Such 
dominance can imply the scene that health advertising sponsors are highly favored 
by professionals in the YEP. The credibility of advertisement would be at stake.  
Second, the category of car/driving school is a rising sponsor. The amount of 
car advertisement has jumped from 2.9% to 12.5%. Given the mounting purchasing 
power of the people as well as the declining price of a car in the 10 years, the 
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ownership of a car is not only any “unreachable dream” and the purchasing 
enthusiasm has been aroused to such an unprecedented height. The car 
advertisement, actually, has brought the YEP 68 million yuan in 2004 (Yangtse 
Evening Post, 2005).  
Generally, the advertisement in 2004 has been unevenly proportioned. The 
five biggest types – health, house/apartment sales, car/driving school, ICT devices 
and travel – had taken up 81.7% of the total while the rest less than 20% were 
diversely divided by other 15 categories of advertisement. The big sponsors’ 
dominance is evident and this trend has been exacerbated comparing to the case of 
1995, when there was only one big advertising category of electronic appliance.  
Compared with 1995, the sizes of several categories of advertisement in 2004 
have significantly shrunk. For example, the proportion of electronic appliance 
advertisement has decreased from 17.8% to 1.6%. The same happens to other 
instances of job advertisement, segregating advertisement, restaurant and 
recreations, etc. Some contents in 1995 even disappeared in 2004, such as the 
charity advertisement.  
To sum up, the change of advertisement content of the YEP has reflected such 
a marketplace where big sponsors overpoweringly dominate the whole 
advertisement. These popular types, however, are concentrating on the highly 
profitable industries that are more willing and generous to invest on advertisement. 
And because they are generous to spend big money on advertising, it is foreseeable 
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in the near future that the situation of uneven distribution of advertisement content 
will continue and may even exacerbate. This financial importance to the YEP, can 
influence its reports’ justice as reporters may be afraid of irritating the advertising 
sponsors because of some criticizing reports. 
 
5.3 The Layout of Advertisement 
The following section will explore the layout of the advertisement. In particular, 
the dimension and location of advertisement will be surveyed. In addition, a new 
type of advertisement has risen in 2004, is going to be discussed in the third 
section.  
 
5.3.1 Color Difference 
The color difference stands as the most apparent change in these 10 years. In 1995, 
all advertisements as well as other news articles were all printed in black. In 2004, 
almost all the advertisements were colorfully printed. This change, although 
partially resulting from the technology improvement, has also signified the 
advertisements nowadays are more sophisticated than before.  
 
5.3.2 Dimensions of Advertisement 
The following Table 5.3 and Table 5.4 have displayed the dimensions of 
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advertisement in 1995 and 2004 respectively.  
 
Table 5.3. Dimension of advertisement in 1995 
 Frequency Percent 
Middle 593 40.0 
Large 561 37.8 
Small 240 16.2 
Extremely large 90 6.1 
Total 1484 100.0 
 
Table 5.4. Dimension of advertisement in 2004 
 Frequency Percent 
Middle 2178 63.0 
Large 801 23.2 
Extremely large 282 8.2 
Small 195 5.6 
Total 3456 100.0 
 
Generally speaking, except the dimension types of “small” and “extremely 
large” have exchanged their places, i.e. “small” from third to fourth place and 
fourth and “extremely large” from fourth to third place, middle and large ones 
remain as the advertisements’ top two preference. However, within this change, 
middle-sized advertisements have increased significantly from 40% to 63% while 
the large-sized category has shrunk by 15.6%. In the meantime, the small-sized 
type has decreased by 10.6%. Based on these changes, it is obvious to conclude 
that middle size has become the first choice for most advertisers and small size has 
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become the last choice for them. Advertisers tend to be more generous than 10 
years ago. 
 
5.3.3 Location of Advertisement 
The spatial distribution of advertisement on different pages is indicated in Table 5.5 
and Table 5.6.  
 
Table 5.5. Locations of advertisement in 1995 
 Frequency Percent 
Exclusive ads page 880 59.3 
Supplementary 252 17.0 
News page 231 15.6 
Culture& sports 95 6.4 
Front page 26 1.8 
Total 1484 100.0 
 
 
Table 5.6. Locations of advertisement in 2004 
 Frequency Percent 
Exclusive ads page 2472 71.5 
News page 558 16.1 
Culture& sports 231 6.7 
Supplementary 153 4.4 
Front page 39 1.1 
Financial news 3 .1 
Total 3456 100.0 
 
Two changes are especially noticed and examined: (1) The growing exclusive 
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advertisement pages; and (2) The front pages and its decreasing “political purity”. 
 
5.3.3.1 The exclusive advertisement pages 
In the tables above, it is found that most pieces of the advertisement (59.3% in 
1995 and 71.5% in 2004) are located in the exclusive advertisement pages. And this 
concentration has grown by 12.2% in 10 years. This has reflected the continuous 
efforts of the YEP to converge the advertising and not to disturb its readers’ normal 
reading of news articles, which could be counted as a positive change. 
What is noticeable is the emerging segregation of exclusive advertisement 
page in 2004. In 1995, these advertising pages indiscriminatingly contain all kinds 
of advertisement. However, in 2004, the YEP has further divided this kind of pages 
based on the content of advertisement into car, health, house and ICTs devices 
advertising pages, which exclusively consist of the according advertisement 
content. Normally, these pages do not come out on the same day but take turns on a 
weekly basis. By this, the advertising market has been further separated and the 
relevant readers were more precisely identified. 
 
5.3.3.2. The front pages 
Overall, front page remains as one of the least commercialized pages. This 
coincides with the perception of Chinese newspapers that front page is the most 
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important page and it should be ideologically positive: less commercial 
advertisement, more serious reports. the YEP, although not that strictly controlled 
by the government as party newspaper, also has a set of rules in locating their 
advertisement. For example, since 1995 it has claimed on the front page, it would 
never put a piece of advertisement larger than 1/10 of the whole page. It is known 
that this principle has been conducted based on the numbers shown in Table 5.5 
and Table 5.6.  
Given the political sensitivity of front page, a crosstabulation was set up to 
scrutinize what kind (i.e. the dimension and the content) of advertisement is 
actually published on the front page (Table 5.7 and Table 5.8).  
 
Table 5.7. Content * Front page * Dimension Crosstabulation in 19955 
Dimen
-sion  Front page 
 Small  Content Notice 5 
Recruitment 3 
Electronic appliance (air conditioner, TV, etc.) 2 
Health (medical information, medicine, etc.) 2 
Public interest, charity 2 
Food/beverages 2 
House/apartment sales 2 
Shopping information, sale 2 
Fashion (apparel, jewelry, etc.) 1 
Others 1 

























Car & driving school 1 
                                                        
5 Because in 1995, all the advertisement on front page were small size, the other three dimension types are 
omitted here for convenience. 
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ICT devices (Pager, cell phone, PC etc.) 1  
Investment, financial chances 1 
 
 Total 26 
Based on Table 5.7, in 1995, there was indeed a strict control in terms of 
dimension of advertisement on front page. All the advertisements there were small 
as the YEP claimed to be. When it comes to content, 19.2% is notice while 
recruitment and other categories follow with a slightly fewer percentages. In other 
words, the contents were relatively diversified comparing to the case of 2004. 
 
Table 5.8. Content * Front page * Dimension Crosstabulation in 20046 
Dimension  Front page 
Middle Content Health (medical information, medicine, etc.)  18 
Electronic appliance (air conditioner, TV, etc.) 3 
Industry and agriculture machine 3 









Beauty (cosmetics, plastic surgery, etc.) 3 
Large  ICT devices (Pager, cell phone, PC etc.) 3 
Extremely 
large 
 Health (medical information, medicine, etc.) 6 
  Total 39 
 
However, according to Table 5.8, the control on front page has greatly 
loosened in 2004. First, the dimension of advertisement varied. No longer small 
sized, 30 pieces of advertisements out of 39, or 76.9% on front page were middle 
sized. Secondly, 18 middle-sized pieces and six extremely large pieces of 
advertisement out of 39, or 61.5% were about health. This situation has well 
                                                        
6 Because there was not any small advertisement on the front page, the category of small type is omitted. 
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echoed the dominance of health advertisers as big sponsors, which was further 
proved by the fact that proportion six pieces of extremely large advertisement out 
of 39, or15.4% of were all about health.   
 
5.3.4 The Infomercials 
In 2004, a new form of advertisement that never published in 1995 has emerged. It 
is named as “soft advertisement” in this study, referring to the advertisement form 
substantially different from an ordinary advertisement. Specifically, “soft 
advertisement” looks like news article at first glance. However, after reading 
through it, it is found out the theme of the article is actually promoting a 
brand-specified product. Sometimes, the contact details directing the readers where 
to buy the product are also offered in the end of the article. 13.6% of the 
advertisements fall into the scope of such descriptive definition as in Table 5.9.  
 
Table 5.9. Proportion of soft advertisement and conventional advertisement 
 
        
Frequency Percent 
Conventional advertisement 2985 86.4 
Soft advertisement 471 13.6 
Total 3456 100.0 
 
This “soft advertisement”, can be categorized as another newly creative form under 
the infomercials, the term Zhao (1998) used to conceptualize the different new 
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forms of Chinese advertising. In her observations, it is proper to use “infomercials” 
to describe “the paid information services that are integrated into regular media 
content” (p. 59). Because of this integration and the consequence as “audiences 
usually do not know what they are seeing or hearing was paid for” (p.59), “soft 
advertisement” tends to be easier to be trusted by the readers and thus were 
considered by the advertisement sponsors more effective.  
The following Table 5.10 is a further examination on what advertising content 
used soft advertisement. As shown in the table, house/apartment sale, car & driving 
school and ICT devices are the major three categories resorting to soft 
advertisement. They used soft advertisement so frequently that these four 
categories together take up 92.8% of the total of soft advertisement. Particularly, 
given the fact at least 25.7% (among 34% of house/apartment sale, 25.7% of car & 
driving school and 33% of ICT devices) of these advertisements are published in 
the form of soft advertisement, soft advertisement has also become an important 
way for these advertisement contents to be expressed.  
 
Table 5.10. Content * advertisement type Crosstabulation of advertisement in 2004 
Ads types 
Content pure ads soft ads 
 
Total  
House/apartment sales 297 153 450 
Car & driving school 321 111 432 
ICT devices (Pager, cell phone, PC etc.) 207 102 309 
Health (medical information, medicine, etc.) 1401 63 1464 
Electronic appliance (air conditioner, TV, etc.) 45 9 54 
Education, school, training institution 78 9 87 
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Food/beverages 60 6 66 
Beauty (cosmetics, plastic surgery, etc.) 90 6 96 
Travel 165 3 168 
Fashion (apparel, jewelry, etc.) 15 0 15 
Notice 21 0 21 
Others 33 0 33 
Industry and agriculture machine 15 0 15 
Segregating ads 54 0 54 
Culture activities (performance, concerts, etc.) 6 0 6 
Restaurant & recreation 15 0 15 
Shopping information, sale 57 0 57 
Investment, financial chances 66 0 66 
Lifestyle 12 0 12 
Total 2994 462 3456 
 
Furthermore, because soft advertisement has the advantage of higher credibility, 
once they turn out to have false information, the newspaper’s credibility may be 
jeopardized as well. Thus, the layout of soft advertisement including consideration 
of the key factors such as the locations and the dimensions becomes a crucial and 
technical problem. Regarding this, the dimensions and locations of soft 
advertisements were cross-tabulated (Table 5.11).  
 
Table 5.11. Soft ads * dimension * location Crosstabulation 
Dimension 
  
Location small middle large 
extremely 
large Total 
Front page  6 0 0 6 
News  0 0 9 3 12 
Supplementary 3 6 6 0 15 
Exclusive ads  90 240 63 12 405 
Culture & sports 0 9 9 6 24 
Total 93 261 87 21 462 
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As indicated in the table, 405 pieces of soft advertisements out of 462, or 87.7% of 
the total are located in the exclusive advertisement page to protect normal news 
reports on other pages. However, the front page, which is considered as the most 
important and strictly censored page, has also been open to soft advertisement. 
Additionally, these soft news are all middle sized. This is a moderate breach of 
what the YEP claimed in 1995 that they would never put advertisement on the front 
page bigger than 1/10 of a page (Zhou, 1995). And the use of soft advertisement 
has even indicated the YEP has been further commercialized.  
261 pieces of soft advertisements out of 462, or 56.5% of the total are of 
middle size. However, the numbers of small (93 pieces) and large (87 pieces) are 
very close while the extremely large ones are still few (21 pieces). Within the 
extremely large soft advertisements, more than half of them were published on the 
exclusive advertisement pages where enough space was guaranteed. However, the 
rest were posted on the pages of news and culture and sports pages. The culture and 
sports pages are similarly used for middle and large soft advertisement. This 
tactical usage may be reasoned from the perception that news on culture and sports 
pages are less serious and thus required less strict control on advertisement formats. 
 
5.4 Conclusion 
Based on the data, a map of the YEP’s burgeoning advertisement has been 
visualized. More and more pieces of advertisement are occupying the space of 
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newspaper while the distribution of contents becomes more uneven. The main 
sponsors of advertisement now in 2004 are housing, car and medicine. These 
advertising tycoons’ financial importance has become evident and if favored, will 
put the justice and credibility of the YEP’s reports at stake. Largeer pieces of 
advertisement have been more favored. The layout of advertisement also changed 
and became more delicate, which can be proved by the fact that advertisements are 
color printed, more concentrated on the exclusive advertisement pages segregated 
into more details. 
The principle to strictly protect front page from “ideological impurity” has 
been breached. Leading by health advertising, advertising has taken over the space 
of front page and the size could even reach an extremely large proportion of the 
whole page. Advertising has also been creatively transformed to “infomercials”. In 
the form of news article, it is actually a piece of advertisement. All these facts have 









CHAPTER 6 INTERVIEW FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 
This chapter constitutes interview findings, the in-depth results to supplement 
results of content analysis in last chapter. In the interviews, all the interviewees are 
aware of the changes brought by the newspaper commercialization. For them, the 
newspaper’s commercialization served an important role in their careers in the YEP. 
Still, while interviewees appreciated and enjoyed the positive values of 
commercialization, many of them remained conscious of the government 
censorship on their news production. The political implication of such a fusion of 
market force and government control, according to them, was thus marked by 
contradictions and ambiguities regarding a variety of issues: advertisement 
sponsorship, market competition, circulation, management, press freedom and 
government control. These dimensions will be discussed in the following sections. 
 
6.1 Increasing Income and Favor of Advertising 
The importance of advertisement sponsors was evident from the interviews. As 
shown in the previous chapter, the revenue of advertisement takes a predominant 
proportion of the whole revenue of the YEP. This significant number was echoed 
by its paramount position in interviewees’ perceptions.  
They were content to be a reporter from the financial perspective. Based on 
data from the interviewees, the average annual income of a reporter in the YEP was 
60 thousand yuan. Comparing to less than 27 thousand yuan (26, 950.2 yuan), the 
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average annual income of an ordinary intellectual in Nanjing (Chen 2005), the 
reporters’ incomes were obviously much higher. Shuoru, a reporter who has been 
working in the YEP since the day it set up in 1986, shared his pleasure over his 
income increase in this way: 
When we at that time graduated from the university, many of us regarded big 
‘national enterprises’ (guoqi) as the first choice because jobs there were like 
‘steel rice bowls’ (tiefanwan). Second choice went to party newspaper. When 
I was firstly assigned to Yangtse (Evening Post), I really worried about my 
future. However, we now have the highest incomes. Nowadays, some of my 
classmates worked in the ‘national enterprises’ have already lost their rice 
bowls. The incomes of those in the party newspapers are also not comparable 
to ours. 
Most interviewees were very proud of their financial superiority in the press group, 
given the biggest proportion the YEP contributed to the annual revenues of the 
press group, helping counterbalance the deficit of the party newspaper and other 
newspapers. Most of the interviewees expressed a sense of confidence using words 
such as ‘pride’ (zihao), ‘proud’ (jiaoao) and ‘satisfied’ (manzu). 
However, some of them also expressed their discontentment for this 
counterbalancing of revenues by clarifying they would have an even richer life if 
they could keep all the revenues within the newspaper. In many instances, they 
differed themselves from the party newspapers clearly by using “we” and “they” 
 90
although all these newspapers belong to the same press group. As Jie put it: 
Without the burden of Xinhua Daily (the party newspaper), we would have a 
better life. Each year, we need to pay for their deficit. Who will pump the 
money into an advertisement on party newspaper that nobody will read it? 
His displeasure was explained by the number the YEP contributed to the press 
group each year. As the only profitable commercial newspaper in the press group, it 
gives its one third of revenue to the press group which will be later arranged as the 
group’s subsidies for other newspapers suffering financial deficits.  
All of the interviewees attributed their high income to the benefits of 
advertising, to the point of finding them essential to the survival of the YEP. Their 
perceived importance of advertisement was typically expressed by Cherry: 
Not a newspaper could survive without advertisement nowadays, not to 
mention our newspaper. The publishing and circulating of our newspaper are 
losing money. Normally a copy of the YEP’s production cost would be 
around one yuan but we only sell it at 0.5 yuan. What to fill up this gap? We 
all live on the advertisement. No advertisement for the newspaper, no salary 
for us. 
Sunny, a fresh graduate just began her work, also echoed her point of view: 
My salary is as much as twice of my classmates in other companies. They 
said it’s mainly because I am in the media industry. I would say they need to 
add another factor, which is because I work in a newspaper where there are a 
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lot of advertisements to feed us. So it is rather true to say I am in the 
advertising industry. 
As the interviews showed, advertising was important not only because of the 
YEP’s institutional survival, but also because of their personal incomes. Perceiving 
the close connection between advertising and their incomes, the interviewees 
showed a high favor of advertising. 
Practically, the YEP took pains to care its sponsors’ needs. Shan, the director 
of advertising department told the researcher: 
Every year, we conduct one or two surveys on our advertising sponsors 
through various ways. By this, we hope we can better understand their 
opinions about our newspaper such as our page arrangement. And we will try 
our best to further adapt our newspaper to fit their needs. They are our 
costumers as well as our god. 
Indeed, their high awareness and evaluation of advertisement may well be 
explained by the inextricable link between their incomes and the YEP’s advertising 
revenues. In many instances, besides the income the YEP contributed to the press 
group, the rest revenues would be distributed among the YEP’s own reporters and 
editors based on their hierarchical positions and working performance. However, 
their income would be roughly divided into two categories. One is the salary 
depending on their qualification and their work load while the other was named 
after varying reasons such as quarter bonus, stipends for public holidays and 
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stipend for transportation or communication. For example, Lion, a reporter had 
worked in the YEP for nearly five years, received a total income of 80 thousand 
yuan in 2004. He briefly divided his income into the following types: (1) Basic 
salary depending on his education level and working years was 25 thousand yuan. 
(2) Flexible salary depending on the number of his reports published in the 
newspaper was 40 thousand yuan. (3) Various stipends and bonuses took up the 
rest part of 15 thousand yuan. He added to explain the basic salary was set up by 
the head of press group which means every newspaper in the group enjoys the 
same standard. But the flexible salary widely varies in different newspapers 
because this salary is derived from the advertisement revenues of individual 
newspapers.  
In fact, the commercialization helped transformed the YEP from the 
conventional newspaper where ideological work comes first, into a workplace 
where seeking and maximizing the profits was highly valued. Although the 
advertisement was no longer anything novel, some older interviewees were still 
able to compare their life before and after the dramatic changes. Ming, a former 
reporter in the party newspaper before joining the YEP in 1987, reflected the past 
days by comparing it with the present:  
Having been worked for so many years, every stage has its own situations. It 
was totally different between the situations of 20 years ago and now. At that 
age when I just began to work, we didn’t involve any advertisement in the 
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newspaper especially in party newspaper that I was working in. We would 
just follow the order from the top and the Party would pay us money. Now we 
have all kinds of newspapers and all kinds of advertisements. We need to live 
on our own feet. Even my old colleagues in the party newspaper now 
welcome advertisement. This is the trend we need to get used to. 
For Ming, although changes are “inevitable” and should be “get used to”, he still 
admits the importance of advertisement for the newspaper. Practically, as the 
interviewees enjoyed a higher income for newspaper commercialization, it is not an 
unpleasant change they should oppose. Rather, in most cases, advertising is valued 
to a significant extent.  
 
6.2 Caution of the Market Competition 
The high consciousness of market competition frequently mentioned by the 
interviewees highlighted the new living environment for the YEP as one of the 
direct outcomes of newspaper commercialization.  
Although the YEP till now still holds the top position in the market, many 
interviewees were cautious towards the challenge from other newspapers. When 
the YEP set up in 1986, it was the only commercial newspaper available in the 
market and this dominance continued till the explosion of a number of morning 
newspapers, another bunch of commercial newspapers in 1999. Now, with a 
population of six million, Nanjing has 13 daily newspapers, which consist of 11 
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commercial newspapers and two party newspapers and was thus nationally 
reputable for its intensive market competition. 
The interviewees’ perceptions, however, differ according to their institutional 
positions. The chief editor, Zhu, stands strong against the pressures from its peers 
in the market, as he put it, 
I think till now, competition is no longer any news. Only weaker will be 
afraid of the competition. The competition will definitely grow more 
intensive and widespread. It’s not bad. We could seize the chance to better 
develop ourselves. 
Unlike the sturdy dissertation their leader made, many reporters expressed their 
concerns about the challenge from morning newspapers. Morning newspapers have 
gradually changed readers’ reading habit and thus threatened the YEP’s sales. For 
example, one morning newspaper once put its slogan in this way: “Drink milk 
while reading our paper. You will be the first one to know everything in the 
morning.” However, what is described in this slogan realized in the reality and 
penetrated into people’s routine life. As Yanzi, a reporter worked in the YEP for 18 
years, explained: 
Instead of buying a copy of the YEP on their way home after work, nowadays, 
people are getting used to the morning newspaper. So before they go to work, 
they can read the newspaper while having their breakfast. 
Sharing Yanzi’s sentiment, Shan, the director of advertising department, put the 
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challenge for the YEP in a more blunt way: 
You can’t imagine what our work was like ten years ago. There was even a 
saying that people would need to queue for several months to squeeze in a 
piece of advertisement on the YEP. We were the hottest people at the best 
selling newspaper. Many advertisers tried their best through various 
relationships (guanxi) and acquaintances (shuren) to beg us for convenience. 
That was our golden age…Nowadays, things totally changed. We now need 
to compete with other newspapers to attract the advertising sponsors. Our 
positions and the sponsors’ positions exchanged. They had more options to 
put in their advertisement so we are pushed to offer them the best conditions 
to make them stay with us. 
Despite the slight incongruity among interviewees in expressions over the 
competition, the fact is obvious that the YEP has been forced by the urgent market 
call to arm itself with various strategies. In their news production, they tried to 
better appeal to the readers’ needs. Readers’ attitude becomes more and more 
weighed when judging a story’s news value. Although appeared not afraid of the 
competition, Zhu, the chief editor, contended importance of readers is greatly 
stressed in their criteria in news making: 
When there are some clashes or incompatibility between our readers’ need 
and the newspaper, we have only one choice: to follow the readers’ need. Of 
course, what I mean is the majority of readers. 
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He further elaborated this point by explaining the core value of the YEP: 
We can’t lose even one reader. It’s not easy to attract one reader but to lose a 
reader would even play the role as ‘counter-promotion’ (fan xuanchuan) in 
the society. They would say our the YEP is not interesting. So, we people 
working in newspaper should put readers in our heart all the time. 
In reporters’ practice, they tried to relate almost every piece of news to the need of 
readers. According to Wilson, they need to dig in the material and catch a few 
sound points attractive to readers: 
Our point to make our news more readable is to filter out the point other 
newspapers haven’t stressed. For example, a news reports on government 
conference could be readable and valuable if we can find the information 
related with ordinary people. So in this way, we couldn’t any longer copy any 
‘uniformed public relation reports’ (tonggao) offered by the institutions. We 
need to revise and find the ‘news exciting point’ (xinwen xinfen dian). 
Another marketing measure is to revise the YEP’s publishing manner. Since 22 
September, 2004, it has divided all its pages into two parts: part A published in the 
morning and part B published in the afternoon. While claimed the part A is 
emphasizing the timeliness of news and part B is good at the depth of news, the 
YEP is actually using this strategy to compete against the strength of earlier 
publishing of morning newspaper by claiming “evening newspaper can also carry 
early news”. This strategy, according to most interviewees, is forced by the market 
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drive. Aiken was one of them: 
We have been forced to such a corner to fight back morning newspapers as 
they are growing so fast. Although I am not so sure how much we can work 
out by using this strategy, I feel this strategy is right in time and at least we 
should give it a try to keep our market. 
Based on the above interviews, it can be detected that the reason why the market in 
Nanjing is under such a severe competition is the fact that it is comprised of a 
number of “similar” newspapers (Wang 2004). The similarity was shared at two 
levels. At a macro level, their marketing strategies are similar as they target at the 
same group of readers as well as advertising sponsors. At a micro level, the 
newspapers were using the same way to produce news and content of stories were 
similar. The YEP had been especially suffering from the pressure because it was the 
target to be imitated, tracked and caught up. For the market at large, it was a good 
indicator to show the allurement of profit as an incentive to include new players in 
the market. However, for the YEP and other newspapers suffering from the 
competition, it was a warning of the coming of new stage for them to survive and 
get accustomed to, in which the question “to fight for the share of an existing 
market or to collaborate to make the cake bigger” remains annoying. In the famous 
“price war” in 1999 where all the newspaper competed by decreasing their prices 
even to free, the new age requires a higher level of competition. To differentiate 
and segregate the market as well as to establish its own style may be the solution 
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for the market players. 
 
6.3 Frustration by Government Censorship 
Media censorship, mostly related to China’s government control, has always been 
the subject of persistent controversy in China’s media studies. Under the strict 
censorship, the newspaper will probably fail to get a complete set of the 
information since it’s the government that knows everything then to decide what to 
publicize and what not to. Furthermore, the social atmosphere affected by strong 
regulation may also influence the newspapers. Journalists, rather to let their 
sensitive reports offend the government which may happen unconsciously 
sometimes, would choose to only report social or other issues in a safer realm. 
As Wu (2000) pointed out, the socio-economic liberalization has offered an 
increasingly larger space for journalistic reports in the social realm, albeit not yet in 
the political realm (p. 46). This restriction has been proved by Rachel’s various 
frustrations during her journalism practice. As she complained, 
Every time I touched on some sensitive topics, I was stopped and educated by 
my editor. For example, I once wanted to report the inefficiency of the Bureau 
of Real Estate. Two hours after I interviewed them, my director called me and 
told me I could not reveal this in our newspaper because the bureau just 
complained at the propaganda office. I was so depressed that I was stopped for 
such reasons. Similar stories even happened four times in two months. 
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Given Rachel has been working for only half a year, Yuan, a more seasoned 
reporter stayed in the YEP for nearly 18 years, told the researcher he had much 
fewer abrasions with the government ideology through his practice: 
It’s just like a lesson every newbie will learn as they go on. Although the 
government would not explicitly say what topics are forbidden and what are 
encouraged, we learn through our practice and get to know what topics would 
be taboos. Reporters at my age would not have much trouble in differentiating 
sensitive topics with safe topics. 
These practical concerns were also highlighted by their chief editor, Zhu, but in a 
more decent way: 
Our newspaper should be clearly different from those vulgar tabloids on the 
street. We emphasize our main job is to echo the’ mainstream tone’ (zhu xuanlu) 
of government propaganda. 
It is especially noticeable that the result of government censorship on the reporters 
in the YEP was rather passive acceptance rather than struggling conflicts. Unlike 
some radical cases reported by other researchers (for example, the famous “do not 
force us to lie” parade of journalists in 1980s ), reporters in the YEP used words 
such as “depressed” (jusang), “disappointed” (shiwang) and “morose” (yumen) 
instead of those words expressing anger or discontent. As Wilson shrugged his 
shoulders and explained: 
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What’s the point being angry? We are just ordinary people. We can’t afford 
being radical as we have to feed ourselves and live. If the government says you 
can’t report this, then I would just give up. I don’t see big use to bargain or 
fight against their control. We are after all working for them, aren’t we? 
Jin’s explanation is more financially conscious: 
Since our main salary is from flexible salary, nobody would be that silly to 
write reports that are always ‘killed’ by the top and ending up with no salary. 
In this way, it is obvious the government control is realized in two levels. One is 
the direct censorship by the propaganda office. According to the interviewees, their 
top news of the front page was sent to the government propaganda office everyday 
to seek the approval from the president of the province before being published. If 
not qualified, they would be requested to remove those inappropriate topics or 
reports. The other level of censorship, according to the above interviews, is through 
the long-term practice, to ingrain the role of newspaper into the practitioners’ 
perceptions, which eventually leads to a self-censorship within the institution itself. 
For the dissonant reporters, through their frustrations, they are gradually educated 
and assimilated into the existing system which is submissive to the Party’s ideology. 
The government control is fulfilled and the heritage of newspaper as ideological 
machine was maintained. 
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6.4 Divergent Perceptions about Press Freedom 
6.4.1. The Generation Gap 
As Caplan (1997) put it, ever increasing numbers of Chinese journalists now 
understand the meaning of press freedom and, restrained as they might be, have 
begun pushing the envelope to report the news in an unfettered manner. According 
to the interviewees, their perceptions indicated that the commercialization had 
promoted the awareness of “press freedom” as a conception. However, their 
varying kinds of perceptions suggested the “press freedom” in the practice is yet to 
be realized. 
Given their different positions and education background, it is not surprising 
to find the interviewees’ emphases on press freedom are divergent. This divergence, 
generally speaking, can be divided into two groups. 
A group of older reporters, with the representation of Zhu, their chief editor, 
seemed sticking to their old perceptions which was opposed to the “press freedom” 
originated from the west. As Zhu put it, 
As a professional for nearly 40 years, I strongly disagree with those saying 
such as reporters are kings without crowns or we have the fourth power. We 
are just doing our jobs. We are people as ordinary as others. 
He further developed his stand by criticizing some younger reporters, 
The political stand is very important for a reporter’s career, especially for a 
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younger reporter nowadays. They have yet to master their basic skills. But they 
are so fervent after the money and fame. They used the press freedom as a 
grand excuse for their reckless reports. All these are because they don’t fully 
and correctly understand their roles. We reporters actually are playing the role 
of bridging the government and the mass. This is, for me, the fundamental 
meaning of media and reporters. 
The other typical group consisting of younger reporters seems to regard press 
freedom as an important guideline for their career objective but also practically a 
remote totem given the obstacles they had met in practices. Among them, Jie’s 
words were typical: 
We seek press freedom in our full potentials we can stretch to. Not every 
reporter could be a star having big stories to say. For me, I don’t think I have 
the gut to persist all the way and even to fight against the government. I will 
just try my best within the area I can reach. 
Some of them, critically, are not necessarily keen to name “press freedom” in their 
foreseeable future career. As Yuan stated: 
I can’t see press freedom in the strict definition as what I read in the book. 
Press freedom in China need to be defined in the context to the extent I would 
not call it press freedom but rather some independent space for us reporters. 
The cognitive disparity probably resulted from the different education the two 
generations have received. In the earlier decades, press freedom was considered as 
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the unique characteristic of western journalism and criticized by the conservatives 
as the Pandora's Box which brings the western newspapers to low-tasted and 
irresponsible tabloids. On the other hand, the later journalism education and 
loosened environment has made press freedom more popular with the younger 
generation and closer to the true meanings. 
 
6.4.2. The Geographic Gap 
Haoran, a reporter who worked in Guangzhou before joined the YEP, cited the 
regional difference and attributed it to the different political environment: 
In terms of politically civilization (zhengzhi wenming), the YEP and other 
media here are relatively conservative comparing to those in Guangzhou. This 
can even be proved by the difference of use of words in reports. For example, 
‘government officials’ in Guangzhou are called ‘leaders’ here. And, we call 
people ‘mass’ here, but in Guangzhou we say ‘citizens’. Political environment 
is more relaxed in Guangdong. 
He further explained the regional difference in daily journalism practice: 
Although the YEP is having a high circulation, most of our news is about 
local happenings. Everyday, we have a lot of small pieces comprising a page. 
Such as traffic accident, sensual affairs, and other hot topics on the street. 
Today, tomorrow and even the day after tomorrow, you can’t see big changes. 
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Of course, I’m not saying this kind of news is not good. As long as our 
readers like it and we are not beyond the regulation, we can definitely report 
them. But I was thinking we can’t just be satisfied here. We should learn from 
those newspapers in Guangzhou. We should dig into the news and make small 
news important instead of stopping at the surface only. 
Based on Haorao’s description, it can be concluded that press freedom and its 
practice even varies in different areas. Political environment is considered as one of 
the most decisive factors. However, as political environment is not anything simply 
and solely established by the local government, the journalists’ perceptions, the 
economic and social development, the people’s awareness of the citizenship and 
other issues all may be considered to cultivate a healthy political environment. In 
addition, the interactions between all these issues are very important. As Wang 
(2003) put it, the journalists can practice their press freedom and the critical role 
through a series of “agenda setting”, through this, the general awareness of the 
society would also be enhanced. And by these constructive interactions, a fertile 
ground of political environment can be guaranteed and more democratic growth 
can be expected. 
 
6.5 Ambiguity about the Practical Role of the YEP 
According to Wang (2003), the financial independence of newspapers actually 
reaches far more than the matter of money. He argued that the financial liberty 
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makes the media more competent with the authority in a political sense because of 
the notion that finance is the very base for superstructure as politics. He then 
concluded the financial independence has generally reinforced the media’s 
independence from government.  
However, according to the interviews, the partial autonomy did not 
necessarily suggest the YEP is engaging in expanding this independent space not 
even in the interviewees’ perceptions. Rather, they accentuated the balance between 
the market drive and the party will. As their chief editor Zhu claimed: 
Although we care a lot about readers’ need, to follow it can’t stand against the 
need to be the mouthpiece of the Party and the government. One of the main 
reasons that we can live and succeed till now is we have always figured out 
the balanced stand within the close and complicated relationship between 
government and readers. 
According to the interviews, the position of the balanced point is not fixed but need 
to be adjusted from time to time following the call from the Party or the market. 
Shuoru, referring to the current dilemma of circulation, explained her perceived the 
YEP’s role: 
We have the most circulation. But we don’t have the biggest profits. Because 
the publishing nowadays is actually losing money, the more we circulate, the 
less profit we have. In this sense, many newspapers with smaller circulation 
than us are actually making more money. However, we can’t just follow this 
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rule. We need to take into account the social impact. We are trying to figure 
out the balanced circulation which can maximize our social influence and 
brand image at the same time minimize the loss we need to pay for 
publishing. 
Indeed, the the YEP is in an ambiguity to figure out what is the balance point 
between the call for profit and the pressure from the Party. To attract the readers as 
well as not to irritate the government, practically speaking, the YEP has been 
adopting a series of strategies. First, they tried to integrate some positive 
implications into negative report. As Lion explained: 
We try to follow the set role for mainstream media that to lead the public 
opinion (yulun daoxiang). For example, the famous ‘moon cake’ case7 in 
2001. While almost every newspaper was severely criticizing it, we didn’t just 
follow them but rather gave a report ‘Stand up, Guan Sheng Yuan’. This report 
was praised by the Party that we had in time positively told a negative story. 
However, the motivation behind might be desensitization of social issues. As Yuan 
admitted: 
Sometimes, if we could not properly handle the dark side of the social news, 
they might have negative influences on the youth. We try our best to dig out 
and exemplify their positive factors. 
                                                        
7 In 2001, Guan Sheng Yuan’s business was hit after China Central Television exposed that the company made 
mooncakes with ingredients, such as red beans and lotus paste that had already expired For more information, 
please check www.china.org.cn/english/BAT/86052.htm 
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The second strategy is the YEP has straightly diminished the proportion of social 
news while enhancing the proportion of apolitical and neutral information. As 
several interviewees mentioned, a typical measure proved to be successful is the 
image of “learning newspaper” the YEP aspired to be. As Aiken elucidated: 
We try to be a newspaper consisting of a lot of transferable information to the 
readers. We set up special weekly sections or pages for different types of 
information such as education, technology and traveling. 
By such strategies, the YEP was trying at low risk to figure out the balance point 
under the fusion of market drive and the government pressure. However, this risk 
avoidance was guided by the YEP’s stand as the chief editor remarked: 
The government official is not an oppositional concept to the mass. Both of 
them are our readers so we need to satisfy both parties. Based on our 
experience, we need to stick to the Party principle as well as the news principle. 
Only by this, we can combine the present profit and the further profit. We can’t 
afford the result caused by some people’s personal interests or reckless 
bluntness. Although the country doesn’t give us a cent, we still are obliged to 
contribute to the country. 
His words, sounded conservative though, have hinted the actual contradiction the 
YEP and other commercial newspapers are facing. The dual functions of 
commercial newspapers has put their roles in such ambiguities that they need to 
take their own risks to figure out where the balancing point, which signals safety 
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from problems of both ends. Under the pressure of surviving, it is not difficult to 
understand why the YEP is taking up a variety of conservative measures. 
 
6.6 The Threats of Commercialization 
Generally, the interviewees were enjoying the benefits of commercialization as 
their incomes were increased. However, clashes also were caused from time to time 
because of the commercialization, i.e. the advertisement in this case. 
The first complaint from reporters and editors is concerning the trend that 
increasing advertisement is taking up more and more space of the newspaper, 
which results in less space for news reports and consequently, a decline of 
reporters’ flexible salary. As Wilson put it, 
The crash of advertisement on our news production is growing. Some times, 
the advertisement takes up almost half of the page. So only the other half is left 
for us to publish our reports. Our department has almost 20 reporters. How can 
we manage it? The result is we in our department has a very cruel competition 
to decide whose reports will be published and a few reporters could not even 
has one reports published in a whole week. 
Although not explicitly expressed, it can be speculated that the reason they are 
unhappy is the fact that the money from sponsors was not given to them but at the 
same time they had to sacrifice their income. This speculation can be proved by a 
new policy the YEP just set up a few years ago, which is to select “daily good 
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stories” and “weekly good stories” and awarded their authors different amount of 
cashes (from 300 to 1000 yuan) for every selected story. The reason behind this, as 
cryptically explained by Yanzi, is:  
By this policy, we can set up a set of referential criteria for all the reporters 
guiding their news production. However, we also hope we can in time motivate 
our reporters.  
Another bunch of complaints resulted from the interference by the advertisement 
sponsor on the reporters’ normal work. This interruption can be shown in the 
following two stories. Jin, once received a new cell phone as a free gift from a cell 
phone producer, and was begged to write a piece of news to promote this new 
product. Given the rule the explicit advertisement in report forms will be killed by 
the editor, tactically, Jin produced her report in this way as she recalled: 
I wrote a short article starting with the sentence saying that new cell phones are 
growing fancier nowadays without mentioning a word of the brand’s name. 
Later in my report, I gave an example and described the new functions of this 
product. Definitely, no brand’s name either. But in the picture accompanying 
my report, the exact product was showed. 
Telling the researcher this was not the first time she did this, she labeled herself as 
experienced and successful based on her sponsors’ feedback. But she also 
cautioned the condition of the success is that this type of reports cannot be very 
frequently published otherwise their newspaper’s credibility would be harmed.  
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The second story was the frustration from criticizing the big sponsors. For 
example, Sunny had been stopped from criticizing Suning, one of the biggest 
electronic appliance distributors in the country as well as one of the most important 
advertisement sponsors of the YEP. He recounted the story like this: 
When I firstly joined the the YEP I was assigned to the department of ‘News 
110’ 8 which deals with people’s complaints regarding different issues. I 
received several calls complaining they received poor customer service from 
Suning and I decided to give a report on this. The result? I didn’t even get the 
pass from my director. He told me to lay on negative reports on Suning was a 
definitely ‘no-no’ because it contributed so much for our annual advertisement! 
Indeed, as Sunny contended, this kind of reports, although not politically sensitive, 
remains financially sensitive and even taboos in their news production. It would be 
improper to negatively report the tycoons who have the power to withdraw all the 
money pumped into the newspaper for advertisement any time. Thus, they avoided 
such reports by conducting self-censorship in their own newspaper. 
This self-censorship exactly echoes the western literature on 
“self-censorship”. If the self-censorship of the YEP regarding the government 
control is to help itself maintain “political correctness”, this “self-censorship” 
actually echoes the phenomenon existing in the west (Soloman, 2005), through 
which the media producers strive to maintain good relationship with their 
                                                        
8 110 is the telephone number for police in China, which is the counterpart of 9999 in Singapore. 
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advertising sponsors by censoring their messages by themselves. As an 
advertising-based newspaper, the YEP’s survival is heavily influenced by its 
advertisers. Although the YEP’s commercialization is much different from that of 
western media, this self-censorship is unexceptionally conducted and has 
eliminated stories “that has significant public affairs content” (Herman 1995).  
 
6.7 Conclusion 
Based on the interviews, it is evident that reporters were now more conscious to 
highly evaluate the advertisement. Such consciousness, facing the intensive market 
competition, has been added to a further extent that advertising sponsors can even 
be regarded as “god” to seek after and take good care of.  
The government control, however, has not diminished its power. In fact, a 
number of efforts for the sake of social justice and journalism rightness have been 
frustrated and cracked down by the Party’s ideology. And right because of the 
powerful and long-lasting government control, the interviewees rather than being 
radical chose another way of passive abidance. Against this backdrop, the 
self-censorship in the hierarchy of institution is fully adopted which in the micro 
level solidified the government control. 
This fusion of market drive and party ideology had also shadowed ambiguity 
of the professionals’ perceptions of press freedom. Rather distant from the 
realization of western press freedom, they even had not fully understood the true 
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meaning of it. Apart from the cognitive divergence, for reasons like fears of 
potential threats and discontent with the political environment, press freedom was 
yet to be fully realized in the YEP’s practice.  
The contradiction has also made the practical role of the YEP vaguely defined. 
In the avoidance of risk, the YEP stick to a series of conservative strategies. 
Attributing their mediocre stand to the seeking of balanced position the newspaper 
should achieve between financial benefit and social impact, the contradictory 
situation has actually implied complexity of dual roles defined by the Party.  
Finally, the commercialization was also not of benefits only. Instead, it has 
exhibited some potential threats for the newspaper’s future by the expanding flood 
for advertisement and the sponsors’ interference into reporters’ news practice. 
To summarize this chapter, it is found out that the fusion of market and the 
Party has put a series of ambiguity and contradictions in the YEP. However, the 
search between the top line and bottom line was proved to be rather submissive 
rather than dramatic. Strictly speaking, it may not be defined as a ‘struggle’ but the 










CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION 
As the concluding part of the thesis, this chapter will summarize the main findings 
of this study, present overview conclusions and locate the findings within existing 
literature. It will also include a section on limitations of the study and offer some 
suggestions for future study.  
 
7.1 Summary of Findings 
From the results and findings of the study, it can be reasonably concluded that the 
newspaper commercialization has continued since 1978 and is growing 
significantly, horizontally and vertically. This is consistent with the argument made 
of other researchers that fundamental changes have occurred in Chinese 
commercial newspapers from the traditional propaganda machine. Especially 
advertising has found to develop in its importance to a high degree in three 
perspectives. First, the revenue from advertising is either the sole or nearly the sole 
source required for the commercial newspaper YEP. This financial significance has 
made advertising favorable. Second, advertising itself has been developed. The fact 
that color print, more varying content, relatively larger dimensions and more 
exclusive advertising pages all indicate that advertising is more impressive and 
refined. Finally, the development of advertising has helped transform the 
newspapers. For example, the newspaper front page has breached its ideological 
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purity and is open to various sizes of advertising. Advertising messages can also be 
expressed implicitly through soft advertisement, that is, infomercials. This finding 
has echoed Zhao (1998)’s findings. The importance of advertising has also justified 
the adoption of content analysis of the YEP’s advertising. 
Based on the interviews, it is evident that the institution is enjoying the 
financial benefits of commercialization while remaining passive or, 
over-scrupulous in the seeking of further political independence. This finding 
slightly differs from some academic concerns about the strong struggle between the 
government and the market. Rather, in this study it is found while this fusion has 
deepened ambiguity on the professionals’ perceptions of press freedom and the role 
of the newspaper, determination of resistance for the financial gain or for the sake 
of “press freedom”, is still distant in their perceptions as well as in their practice.  
This study has also testified to some of the negative influences of 
commercialization. It has exhibited some potential threats for the newspaper’s 
future by the expanding flood of advertising and the sponsors’ interference with 
reporters’ work. This finding is supported by various studies such as Zhao (1998). 
 
7.2 Overall Conclusions 
Based on the findings of this research, it is possible to make some conclusions 
contributing to the existing line of research on the newspaper commercialization 
and its political implications in China.  
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According to the Habermas’ public sphere model and his concern for media 
commercialization as he used the term “refeudalization” of the public sphere (see 
Chapter 2, Section 2.3) to describe it, an essential characteristic of such a 
transformation is the separation of the state and society, which forms the basis of 
the public sphere. This basis has been eroded in the era of commercialization. As a 
result, the boundary between the “public” and the “private” has been blurred and 
the critical function of the public sphere has been withering. 
As Habermas historically traced back the development of the public sphere 
while using “refeudalization” as a metaphor to describe the structural 
transformation of the public sphere, it can be inferred that before the phase of 
“refeudalization”, there was a phase of “feudalization” (when society and the state 
were one but with society was controlled by the state) as well as a phase of 
“de-feudalization” (when the society gradually separated itself from the state). 
Thus, by the comparison among the three phases, “refeudalization” can vividly 
depict the regression of the public sphere as the separation of the state and society 
is distorted and returning to the stage of “feudalization”. 
When it refers to the newspaper commercialization in China, instead of the 
exact or similar transformation of the Habermasian public sphere, the current 
development is characterized by “double feudalization” (Zhan, 2005). The “double 
feudalization” refers to the dilemma China’s newspapers are now facing: on the 
one hand, the newspaper is still subject to the state control as government 
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censorship remains tight. On the other hand, some negative influences 
accompanying commercialization have eroded the chance for the newspapers to 
play their civic role as the public sphere. 
China’s media have not succeeded in “de-feudalization” as the state and the 
society are not separated. In the historical context China has thousands of years’ 
history as a feudal country where the basis for democracy was lacking. In the 
current context, the separation of state and society has not been realized. As the 
former Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr. Lee Kuan Yew commented in an 
Mediacorp TV interview in 2004 that the tradition has been maintained and even in 
today’s China, the controller’s will is higher than the law’s power. The intervention 
of government control heavily influences the making of news as the newspaper is 
still considered propaganda machine, even though it is financially independent. 
Because of such a historical tradition and little fundamental change in its current 
stage, the public sphere can not be realized in China’s context if the basis is not 
guaranteed. In this sense, the researcher agrees with Lee (2001, see Chapter 3, p.50) 
that commercialization is helpful for the struggle for the separation of the society 
and the state.  
However, this situation can only be realized to a certain extent because the 
optimism is challenged by the new “refedualization” of media along with the 
commercialization even though the public sphere is not realized. The clashes 
between the advertising and normal news reporting, journalists’ corruption and 
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self-censorship for the sake of maximizing profits, all may lead to the regression of 
the newspaper’s civic role. Readers are treated as consumers and potential buyers. 
The newspaper is regarded as the machine to make profits. Indeed, commercial 
newspapers have been keen and successful in enlarging another independent social 
place – if advertising can be considered as such. However, this space is just for the 
purpose of maximizing profits while the critical function for the public’s interests is 
seldom realized. These negative results along with commercialization may be seen 
as limited and insignificant at this stage, especially when compared with the 
considerable profit newspapers are making. But in the long run, if such 
commercialization continues, not only will the newspaper degenerate into a pure 
money making machine, in addition, the entire society may be degraded to a total 
consumer culture where political concern and critical thinking would just be history. 
Such concerns were already expressed by the western researchers (See Chapter 2, 
Section 2.3) regarding the western media commercialization. As China’s media 
commercialization comes several decades later than the west, would it just simply 
follow the western route? Or could another road be explored if the Chinese media 
could learn some lessons from Habermas’s concerns? 
 
7.3 Limitations and Suggestion for Future Research 
The study has a few original contributions. First, it examines the commercial 
newspaper as a public sphere with an empirical approach and perspective different 
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from most previous studies, which emphasized theoretical generalization. Second, 
this study scrutinizes a typical commercial newspaper in Nanjing where the 
commercialization of the newspaper and the social conditions are significantly 
different from that in the western society. Based on the empirical evidence 
presented here, this study agrees with the complexity of media commercialization 
in China as well as partially opposes the optimistic feelings toward its future.    
One of the major limitations of this study is the lack of content analysis of the 
newspapers’ reports discourse. This study does not consider the content of 
newspaper reports because of the concerns of the fluctuation of the political 
environment (for example, when the national congress is held once every four 
years, there are significantly more political reports in the newspaper than usual) 
and social-economical environment (for example, when SARS, a particularly 
influential event happened, many relevant reports were published while such 
reports are few in other years) in different periods. Instead, the researcher explores 
the research question from the perspective of the reporters and editors, relying 
largely on their own perceptions. However, the researcher believes the validity of 
the study may be further improved when integrated with a content analysis of the 
newspaper’s news reports. But when following researchers are sampling the news 
reports, it is still a valid suggestion to bear in mind the concern about fluctuation to 
avoid the bias of data. 
Another limitation is that this study does not include sufficient field 
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observation in the newspaper’s working environment due to time limitation. That is, 
the study would be better able to offer a more concrete findings if it could embrace 
some field observations by the researcher. If time permits, a comparative 
observation can also be achieved both at different periods and different newspapers 
to suggest more insights.  
This study may also be approached from the perspective of the readers of the 
YEP. A survey or some interviews with several readers would be able to offer more 
insights especially in terms of the interaction between the YEP and its readers. 
To conclude, future research in this vein should target at the newspaper 
reports with extra care. Other perspectives such as participant observations and 
audience studies could be adopted creatively. In addition, the researcher wishes that 
this study may be used as reference for future studies on Chinese commercial 
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Coding Protocol of Content Analysis 
1. Recruitment 
2. Health (medical information, medicine, etc) 
3. Fashion (apparel, jewelry, etc.) 
4. Electronic appliance (air conditioner, TV, etc.) 
5. Notice 
6. ICT devices (Pager, cell phone, PC, etc.) 
7. Public interest, charity 
8. Industry and agriculture machine 
9. Food/beverages 
10. Segregating advertisement  
11. Cultural activities (performance, concerts, etc.)  
12. Restaurant & recreation 
13. Education, school, training institution 
14. House/apartment sales 
15. Shopping information, sale 
17. Beauty (cosmetics, plastic surgery, etc.) 
18. Travel 
19. Car & driving school 




1. Front page 
2. News pages 
3. Supplementary  
B. Location 
4. Exclusive advertisement section 
1. Small (Smaller than 1/8) 
2. Medium (1/8-1/4 page) 
3. Large (1/4-1/2 page) 
C. Dimension 










Semi-structured Interview Guide 













Reminder for the researcher 
 
1. The questions below are designed for collecting a certain level of even and 
credible information from the interviewees. However, the sequence of questions 
and other variations may be adapted for different interviewees.  
 
2. The interviewee can relax as much as they can. The interviewer will note their 
any significant or unusual response such as long period of silence, blur, etc.  
 
A. Demographic facts and backgrounds of the interviewees 
 
1. The interviewer will record the interviewee’s sex and rough age for basic 
information. The interviewer can record such information from observation if 
direct question of them might make the interviewee feel uneasy.   
 
2. What’s your position at YEP? What kind of work does it involve? 
您在扬子的工作是怎么样的情况？ 
 
3. How long have you been working in YEP? 
您在扬子工作了多久？  
                                                        
9 The main ideas of this instruction are to introduce the study and assure the interviewees that they can freely 
deliver their opinions, as their names will not be disclosed. In addition, the researcher was seeking the approval 
to record the interviews in this instruction. The remuneration of interviews is mentioned as well. 
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4. Is this your first job? 




B. In-depth questions 
 
5. Why did you join the YEP? 
Probe: Any other reasons? 
您为什么会加入扬子？ 
 
6. Have you seen any changes of the YEP since you joined? 
您觉得扬子有什么变化么? 
 
7. How is your income at YEP? 
Probe: Are you satisfied with that? 
您在扬子的收入如何? 
 
8. Do you think your income is related to the advertising revenues of the YEP? 
您觉得这个收入和扬子的广告有关吗? 
 




10. Has the advertising changed your news practice? 
Probe for why/how; examples. 
您觉得广告对您的新闻工作有影响吗? 
 




12. Do you have any comments on Xinhua Daily, financially and administratively? 
Probe for reasons 
您对《新华日报》有什么评价么？从经济角度和行政角度？ 
 
13. In the reporting, what are your primary criteria judging (affecting) whether or 
not to report? Has this been influenced by advertising? 
Probe for reasons; examples. 
在您的报道中，您如何评价一个事件的新闻价值？会受到广告需要的影响吗？ 
 
14. Do you see any clash between the need of your advertisers and the regulation of 
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government? Can you give some examples? 
您觉得扬子的广告客户和政府管制之间有冲突吗？可以举例吗？ 
 




16. What do you think of competition with other newspapers? 
您如何看待市场竞争？ 
 
17. Where do you see YEP’s strengths and weaknesses in this competition? 
您觉得扬子的优势和弱点在哪里？ 
 
18. How would you define press freedom based on your working experience? 
根据您在的工作经验，您如何定义新闻自由？ 
 
19. Do you plan to continue working in the YEP? 
Probe for reasons 
您计划继续在扬子工作？  
 
That’s the end of the interview. Thanks again for your patience and insightful 
opinions! Could you please leave any contact information so that we may have the 





Thank you and all you best in your work! 
再次感谢！祝您以后工作顺利！ 
 
